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Carrie’s1 background involves extensive experience working in the field of 

communica ons technologies, with par cular exper se in disability policy and technological 

innova ons. In April 2007, she had a double concussion, resul ng in the diagnosis of a “mild 

trauma c brain injury.” Mild TBI can result in long‐term neurological impairments; however, to 

date, there has not been a lot of inves ga on about this. 

Carrie’s mild TBI manifests itself in many ways. She has severe sensi vity to light and 

sound, migraines, visual and olfactory auras, intermi ent aphasia, narcolepsy, ves bular 

balance issues, and neuropsychological tes ng has indicated impairments in her nonverbal 

reasoning, mental processing speed, quan ta ve reasoning, short‐ and long‐term memory, 

a en on, lexical associa ve fluency, and problem solving abili es. 

Carrie had worked at her place of employment for 14 years, was considered a model 

employee, and had even been recognized by receiving a Life me Achievement Award, a rarely 

used honor. A er her injury, Carrie tried to return to work, and her employer was very 

suppor ve. They trained more people to lessen her workload, allowed her to telecommute, 

and were always asking about ways that they could assist. Carrie said that despite tremendous 

support from her managers and employer, she was not able to produce, and thus was not able 

to con nue her work.   

Carrie made significant effort to obtain informa on about her injury and its impact. 

However, she had difficulty finding such informa on: “I had been to so many doctors; no one 

 1All names used in this report are pseudonyms. 
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can give you an answer, how long it would last, what would help…”  In terms of ge ng 

support to deal with her mild TBI, Carrie recalls:  “My expecta ons were so much higher than 

what was actually available; I knew I would have to work to create my own thing.”   

Carrie began searching for ways to obtain support. Even though she was not working 

outside of the home, she was quite busy. In addi on to rou ne household and paren ng 

tasks, she averages two medical appointments per day, and is told by her neurologist that she 

must go through neuroplas city exercises each day to rebuild her neuron connec ons. She 

knew of some people who worked independently, without an office staff, who had hired 

“virtual personal assistants” (VPAs).  There are a growing number of companies that offer 

virtual personal assistants, providing such services as data analysis, data entry, internet 

research, website crea on and management, calendar management, appointments and 

phone calls, e‐mail and chat support, transcrip on, bookkeeping, and more. Carrie said that 

she was constantly forge ng medical appointments, or showing up at the wrong me, had no 

percep on of me, ran out of prescrip on medica ons that needed her doctor’s and 

insurance authoriza on, some mes forgot appointments for her children, and was unable to 

use her previous advanced computer skills. 

Carrie gathered informa on about various companies that offer virtual personal 

assistants, comparing services offered and prices. The company she chose has an office in the 

U.S. but is based in Mumbai, India. She explained that,  

A er a few conversa ons, I got assigned my virtual personal assistant.  Because they 

had never worked with someone with a brain injury, they offered me a senior VPA at 

the cost of a regular VPA. 
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When she first started contrac ng with this company, she appreciated receiving a guide from 

them with advice on how to maximize your use of the services.  Addi onally, the company 

makes it clear that a change can be made in personal assistants if the match is not working 

well. 

Carrie employs the VPA for 2 hours per day, Monday through Friday, at a cost of $400 

per month, which she pays for herself. She has a monthly contract for the VPA services which 

she can cancel at any me without penalty. If she were to decide mid‐month that she no 

longer needed the services of a VPA, she would be refunded for whatever me she has not 

used.   Her VPA, Sam, assists in a wide variety of ways.  For example, he assists her in keeping 

track of her schedule.  When Carrie makes appointments on the calendar of her smartphone 

she automa cally invites Sam to the appointment so he is no fied of all of her upcoming 

appointments. She can send these at any me of the day, not just the 2 hours when he is 

ac vely working for her; he then  e‐mails her every weekday morning with her schedule for 

the day.  At the end of the week, he e‐mails her about what is coming up in her schedule for 

the weekend as well as for the following week. Sam assists with things such as making 

appointments and refilling prescrip ons. He also assists with various projects. For instance, 

when Carrie first had her head injury, she began a Wiki‐space, in order both to remember her 

own process in dealing with the head injury as well as offer any experience that might be 

helpful to others. Carrie might, for example, ask Sam to post some ar cles to the Wiki‐space.   

When he first started working for Carrie, Sam was hesitant to make small decisions on 

his own, such as what sec ons of the Wiki‐space to post par cular ar cles in. Carrie 

encouraged him to make his own judgments about some things like this. At that me, she also 
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asked him to read some ar cles about mild TBI so he would be er understand her. Carrie 

feels that “since that me, it really changed a er that; he was very responsive to that.” Sam 

also feels that it was helpful for him to gain knowledge of Carrie’s disability and her needs, so 

he could be er understand what she was asking for in the way of assistance and how best to 

help.  From his perspec ve, they “work well” together. 

 Another project of Carrie’s involves publicizing and selling the artwork of an uncle who 

passed away.  Sam has done research on her uncle’s art, such as inves ga on into how much 

it is selling for.  Her uncle had wri en a science fic on book and his memoirs and saved them 

on old floppy discs that were no longer func onal. Carrie had one hard copy of each book. She 

scanned the hard copy to a searchable PDF document, posted them in a folder on Dropbox (a 

cloud‐based data sharing tool) and Sam is conver ng both books to MS Word, and edi ng and 

forma ng the electronic document.   

As she prepares for her 12‐year old twins’ upcoming bar/bat mitzvah, Carrie may 

decide to increase the hours of support from Sam, at least temporarily. Basically, Sam is there 

to help her in all aspects of her life—whether medical, personal, social, or familial. Recently, 

Carrie and her family were adop ng a puppy and Sam did research on finding material that 

would help her children learn how to take care of and train a puppy. 

In addi on to her virtual VPA, Carrie’s family employs an “au pair,” a young woman 

from a small town in Poland. Au pairs are a program regulated by the Department of State 

which allows people between 18‐26 to come to the U.S. on an Educa on Visa. State 

Department regula ons require that au pairs work no more than 10 hours in one day, no 

more than 45 hours in one week, and have one weekend (Friday night‐Sunday night) off per 
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month.  Regula ons require that the host family pay up to $500 toward educa on, and the au 

pair must earn 6 credits each year.   

Carrie has been using au pairs for 12 years from a range of countries including Poland, 

Germany, Austria, Russia, Slovakia, South Africa, and Thailand. Following Carrie’s head injury, 

it was even more crucial to have someone available, in addi on to her husband, to help with 

the transporta on for and ac vi es of her children. In addi on, some form of exercise, 

typically walking, is an important part of Carrie’s daily rou ne. She is much more likely to 

accomplish this if she has someone to accompany her. Thus, she uses the au pair as support 

for herself for this ac vity.  While au pairs are typically used to help care for children, based 

on her posi ve experience with the au pair, Carrie wonders if the concept of au pair type of 

support might be applied, in some situa ons, to people who are elderly or people with various 

disabili es. 

Overall, having the virtual personal assistant works well for mee ng some of Carrie’s 

support needs. In par cular, she appreciates the flexibility offered by this arrangement. She 

can send work or other communica ons to Sam whenever she has the me and energy to do 

so; addi onally, she can make changes in the tasks that Sam does for her as well as in the 

number of hours per month that he works for her. From the perspec ve of her husband, the 

VPA has been very beneficial to Carrie, not only in terms of the specific tasks that are 

accomplished, but in terms of the frustra on, stress, and exhaus on that is avoided for Carrie 

in not having to handle so much on her own. U liza on of her virtual personal assistant 

requires ongoing communica on and organiza on in order to get Sam the informa on he 

needs to do his work. She feels that people who want to use VPA support but do not have 
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strong communica on and organiza onal skills might find it helpful to have someone assist 

them. 

Based on her experience of working , more broadly, in the field of communica on 

technology, she feels that innova ons that are applicable to and accessible to a broad range 

of people, including those with differing abili es, are more likely to be successful, over the 

long term, than those that have more limited applicability. At the same me, she recognizes 

the existence, to a large extent, of separate silos for technology research and disability 

research.  She feels that people with disabili es, and ul mately, all people in society will 

benefit and technological innova on itself will benefit from a dismantling of these silos in the 

direc on of increased collabora on.  


