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What is grief? 
Grief is a natural reaction that comes when we are feeling loss. It

is the expression of your thoughts and feelings regarding the loss

of someone you love. All grief is unique, meaning no two people will

grieve the same way. Your grief is your grief, and you are entitled

to grieve however you need to, for as long as you need to. 

When you are grieving, your mind is trying to understand death.You

may find yourself thinking about memories, the events leading up to

the death, practical worries, concerns about the future, and more.

You might be having a hard time concentrating. All of these

thoughts are a natural part of your grief, too. 

Your body experiences grief as well. You may be having trouble

sleeping. Your energy levels may be low. Muscle aches and pain,

tightness in your throat or chest, headaches, digestion troubles,

and heart palpitations are also common. 

Finally, you may be behaving differently. You might be crying,

pacing, yelling, or isolating yourself. Your interactions with

others might seem out of character. 

“Whatever your behavior may be right now, as long as you're not

hurting yourself or anyone else, it's OK. It's a normal and

necessary part of your grief.”

- Dr Alan Wolfelt 



Complicated and Disenfranchised Grief 
Disenfranchised grief takes place when the griever faces judgment

from others for their grief. Most of the time this is caused by social

norms and stigmas towards how they grieve and for whom. 

Sometimes people looking at the mourner will not fully take the

relationship between the two for what it really is, this is where social

stigma can come into play. Where some may say "He wasn't even in your

family" or "She was just a friend." This can encourage the mourner to

try to "dial back" his or her grief or try to grieve in secret without

the support of family and friends. 

 Those who experience complicated grief may have persisting symptoms.

These symptoms can become overwhelming and can begin to influence

your daily life. Some common feelings of complicated grief include: 

- Feelings of numbness and detachment 

- Inability to think about the loss with any positive memories 

- Intense or persistent longing for the deceased person 

- Intense sorrow or pain because of the loss of a loved one 

- An inability to focus on anything but the loved one's death 

- Extreme focus on reminders of the lost one 

Only 7-10% of bereaved people will experience complicated grief. 

"The reality is that you will grieve forever. You

will not "get over" the loss of a loved one; you

will learn to live with it. You will heal and you

will rebuild yourself around the loss you have

suffered. You will be whole again but you will

never be the same. Nor should you be the same nor

would you want to." 

- Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and David Kessler 



'On the Death of the Beloved' 

By John O'Donahue 

Though we need to weep your loss, 

You dwell in that safe place in our

hearts, 

Where no storm or night or pain can

reach 

you 

Let us not look for you only in

memory, 

Where we would grow lonely

without you. 

You would want us to find you in

presence, 

Beside us when beauty brightens, 

When kindness glows 

And music echoes eternal tones. 





Myth: "The goal is to get over your grief."

We have all heard people ask, "Are you over it yet?" 

To think that we as human beings "get over" grief is

ridiculous. We never "get over" our grief but instead we

reconcile with it. We do not resolve or recover from our

grief. These terms suggest a total return to normalcy and

yet a person is forever changed by the experience of grief.

For the mourner to assume that life will be exactly as it was

prior to the death is unrealistic and potentially damaging.

Those people who think the goal is to resolve grief become

destructive to the healing process. Mourners do, however,

learn to reconcile their grief. They learn to integrate the

new reality of moving forward in life without the physical

presence of the person who has died. With reconciliation a

renewed sense of energy and confidence, an ability to fully

acknowledge the reality of death, and the capacity to become

re-involved with the activities of living comes back.

Acknowledging pain and grief are difficult, yet necessary

parts of life and living. 

Several Common Myths 
By Alan D. Wolfelt (2011) 



As the experience of reconciliation unfolds, we

recognize that life will be different without the

presence of the person who died. At first we realize

this with our head, 

and later come to realize it with our heart. We also

realize that reconciliation is a 

process, not an event. The sense of loss does not

completely disappear yet softens and the intense

pangs of grief become less frequent. Hope for a

continued life emerges as we are able to make

commitments to the future, realizing that the person

who died will never be forgotten, yet knowing that

one's own life can and will move forward. 



Myth: There is a predictable and orderly progression to

the experience of grief.

Stage-like thinking about both dying and grief has been

appealing to many people. Somehow the "stages of grief"

have helped people make sense out of an experience that

isn't as orderly and predictable as we would like it to

be. If only it were so simple! 

The concept of the "stages" was popularized in 1969 with

the publication of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross' landmark text:

On Death and Dying. Kübler-Ross never intended for

people to literally interpret her five "stages of dying."

However, many people have 

done just that, not only with the process of dying, but

with the processes of bereavement, grief, and mourning

as well. 

One such consequence is when people around the

grieving person believe that he or she should be in

"stage 2" or "stage 4" by now. Nothing could be further

from the truth. Nor can its different dimensions be so

easily categorized. We only get ourselves in trouble

when we try to prescribe what the grief and mourning

experiences of others should be-or when we try to fit

our own grief into neat little boxes. 



Myth: Tears expressing grief are only a sign of

weakness. 

Unfortunately, many people associate tears of

grief with personal inadequacy and weakness.

Crying on the part of the mourner often

generates feelings of helplessness in friends,

family, and caregivers. Out of a wish to protect

mourners from pain, friends and family may try

to stop the tears. Comments such as, "Tears won't

bring him back" and "He wouldn't want you to

cry" discourage the expression of tears. 

Yet crying is nature's way of releasing internal

tension in the body and allows the mourner to

communicate a need to be comforted. Crying

makes people feel better, emotionally and

physically. Tears are not a sign of weakness. In

fact, crying is an indication of the griever's

willingness to do the "work of mourning." 



The death of someone loved changes our lives forever, and the

movement from the "before" to the "after" is almost always a

long, painful journey. From my own experiences with loss as

well as those of the thousands of grieving people I have worked

with over the years, I have learned that if we are to heal we

cannot skirt the outside edges of our grief. Instead, we must

journey through it, sometimes meandering the side roads,

sometimes plowing directly into its deep center. 

I have also learned that the journey requires mourning. There

is an important difference, you see. Grief is what you think and

feel on the inside after someone you love dies. Mourning is the

outward expression of those thoughts and feelings. To mourn

is to be an active participant in our grief journeys. We all

grieve when someone we love dies, but if we are to heal, we

must also mourn. 

There are six yield signs you are likely to encounter on your

journey through grief-what I call the "reconciliation needs of

mourning." For while your grief journey will be an intensely

personal, unique experience, all mourners must yield to this

set of basic human needs if they are to heal. 

The Six Needs of Mourning 

by Alan D. Wolfelt, Ph.D. 



The first need of mourning involves gently confronting the

reality that someone you care about will never physically come

back into your life again. 

Whether the death was sudden or anticipated, acknowledging

the full reality of the loss may occur over weeks and months.

To survive, you may try to push away the reality of the death at

times. You may discover yourself replaying events surrounding

the death and confronting memories, both good and bad. This

replay is a vital part of this need of mourning. It's as if each

time you talk it out, the event is a little more real. 

Remember-this first need of mourning, like the other five that

follow, may intermittently require your attention for months.

Be patient and compassionate with yourself as you work on each

of them. 

Need 1: Acknowledging the reality of

death. 

"Grief is not a disorder, a disease or a sign of weakness. It is an

emotional, physical, and spiritual necessity, the price you pay

for love. The only cure for grief is to grieve." 

- Earl Grollman 



This need of mourning requires us to embrace the pain of our

loss-something we naturally don't want to do. It is easier to

avoid, repress or deny the pain of grief than it is to confront

it, yet it is in confronting our pain that we learn to reconcile

ourselves to it. 

You will probably discover that you need to "dose" yourself in

embracing your pain. In other words, you cannot (nor should

you try to) overload yourself with the hurt all at one time.

Sometimes you may need to distract yourself from the pain of

death, while at other times you will need to create a safe place

to move toward it. 

Unfortunately, our culture tends to encourage the denial of

pain. If you openly express your feelings of grief, misinformed

friends may advise you to "carry on" or "keep your chin up." If,

on the other hand, you remain "strong" and "in control," you

may be congratulated for "doing well" with your grief. Doing

well with your grief means becoming well acquainted with your

pain. 

Need 2: Embracing the pain of the

loss.



Do you have any kind of relationship with someone when they

die? Of course. You have a relationship of memory. Precious

memories, dreams reflecting the significance of the

relationship and objects that link you to the person who died

(such as photos, souvenirs etc.) are examples of some of the

things that give testimony to a different form of a continued

relationship. This need for mourning involves allowing and

encouraging yourself to pursue this relationship. 

Some people may try to take your memories away. Trying to be

helpful, they encourage you to take down all the photos of the

person who died. They tell you to keep busy or even to move out

of your house. But in a lot of ways, remembering the past makes

hoping for the future possible. Your future will become open

to new experiences only to the extent that you embrace the

past. 

Need 3: Remembering the person who

passed. 



Part of your self-identity comes from the relationships you have

with other people. When someone with whom you have a relationship

dies, your self-identity, or the way you see yourself, naturally

changes. 

You may have gone from being a "wife" or "husband" to a "widow" or

"widower." You may have gone from being a "parent" to a "bereaved

parent." The way you define yourself and the way society defines

you has changed. 

A death often requires you to take on new roles that had been

filled by the person who died. After all, someone still has to take

out the garbage; someone still has to buy the groceries. You

confront your changed identity every time you do something that

used to be done by the person who died. This can be very hard work

and can leave you feeling very drained. 

You may occasionally feel child-like as you struggle with your

changing identity. You may feel a temporarily heightened

dependence on others as well as feelings of helplessness,

frustration, inadequacy and fear. 

Many people discover that as they work on this need, they

ultimately discover some positive aspects of their changed self-

identity. You may develop a renewed confidence in yourself, for

example. You may develop a more caring, kind and sensitive part of

yourself. You may develop an assertive part of your identity that

empowers you to go on living even though you continue to feel a

sense of loss.

Need 4: Developing a new self-

identity. 



When someone you love dies, you naturally question the

meaning and purpose of life. You probably will question

your philosophy of life and explore religious and spiritual

values as you work on this need. You may discover yourself

searching for meaning in your continued living as you ask

"How?" and "Why" questions. 

"How could God let this happen?" "Why did this happen now,

in this way?" Death reminds you of your lack of control. It

can leave you feeling powerless. 

The person who died was a part of you. This death means you

mourn a loss not only outside of yourself, but inside of

yourself as well. At times, overwhelming sadness and

loneliness may be your constant companions. You may feel

that when this person died, part of you died with him or

her. And now you are faced with finding some meaning in

going on with your life even though you may often feel so

empty. 

This death also calls for you to confront your own

spirituality. You may doubt your faith and have spiritual

conflicts and questions racing through your head and

heart. This is a normal part of your journey toward

renewed living. 

Need 5: Searching for meaning.



The quality and quantity of understanding support you get during

your grief journey will have a major influence on your capacity to

heal. You cannot-nor should you try to-do this alone. Drawing on the

experiences and encouragement of friends, fellow mourners or

professional counselors is not a weakness but a healthy human need.

Since mourning is a process that takes place over time, this support

must be available months and even years after the death of someone in

your life. 

Unfortunately, because our society places so much value on the

ability to "carry on," "keep your chin up" and "keep busy," many

mourners are abandoned shortly after the event of the death. "It's

over and done with" and "It's time to get on with your life" are the

types of messages directed at mourners that still dominate.

Obviously, these messages encourage you to deny or repress your

grief rather than express it. 

To be truly helpful, the people in your support system must appreciate

the impact this death has had on you. They must understand that in

order to heal, you must be allowed-even encouraged to mourn long

after the death. And they must encourage you to see mourning not as

an enemy to be vanquished but as a necessity to be experienced as a

result of having loved. 

Need 6: Receiving ongoing

support from others. 



You may have heard-indeed you may believe-that your grief

journey's end will come when you resolve, or recover from, your

grief. But your journey will never end. People do not "get over"

grief. 

Reconciliation is a more appropriate term for what occurs as the

mourner works to integrate the new reality of moving forward in

life without the physical presence of the person who died. With

reconciliation comes a renewed sense of energy and confidence, an

ability to fully acknowledge the reality of the death and a

capacity to become reinvolved in the activities of living. 

In reconciliation, the sharp, ever-present pain of grief gives rise

to a renewed sense of meaning and purpose. Your feelings of loss

will not completely disappear, yet they will soften, and the

intense pangs of grief will become less frequent. Hope for a

continued life will emerge as you are able to make commitments to

the future, realizing that the person who died will never be

forgotten, yet knowing that your life can and will move forward. 

Reconciling Your Grief

"There is a sacredness in tears. They are not a mark of weakness, but of

power. They speak more eloquently than ten thousand tongues. They are

the messengers of overwhelming grief, of deep contrition and of

unspeakable 

love. 

- Washington Irving 



As you are grieving, seek out the help of people in your life

who are naturally good helpers. A few solid shoulders to lean

on can really help throughout the grieving process. Sharing

your pain with others won't make it disappear but it will, over

time, make it more bearable. Reaching out for help also

connects you to other people and strengthens the bonds of

love that make life seem worth living. 

Dr. Alan Wolfelt spoke about getting support in grief: “When

you are grieving, you need the support of people who will walk

beside you. You do not need people who want to walk in front

of you and lead you down the path that they think is right. Nor

do you need people who want to walk behind you so that they

don't have to be present to your pain.”

“Instead, you need and deserve the companionship of people

who will come alongside you and let you express whatever you

are thinking and feeling. Their role is not to try and “fix it”

or give you unwanted advice. Their role is to be there, actively

listen, and offer their love and presence.”  

Getting Support While Grieving



Sharing your inner thoughts and feelings of grief with

compassionate friends and family members is one

essential step toward healing. Talking about your grief

will help. Turn to those individuals you know to have

good interpersonal skills. Not everyone is equipped to

be a helper in grief, but many are. If you encounter

people who try to judge you, shame you, or silence your

grief, ignore them and instead reach out to others. One

or two good listeners may be all you need. 

Don't feel bad about accepting the help of others right

now, either. If people want to cook for you, run errands,

do chores, or simply be near you while you rest and

withdraw, they are giving you a great gift. Learn to

accept their kindness with gratitude. You will need their

support, now and always. 

Getting Support While Grieving



As we go through grief, it is sometimes easy to miss the signs

telling us we need to seek out help. Whether you are considering

getting help for yourself or a friend that seems to be struggling

after the death of a loved one, consider these points to see how

many you can relate to. 

Inability to Stop Crying - This is certainly one of the most

apparent traits that friends can see, understanding you're still

overcome with sadness. 

Significant Weight Loss - Weight loss could mean the person is

not eating and getting proper nutrition and their body is burning

off stored calories. This is dangerous because 

it could lead to other health issues. 

Inability to Concentrate - Moving on means being able to

compartmentalize your moments of grief. You'll always feel sad

about your loss and miss your loved one, but you are still alive,

and you need to be able to choose when to think about them. 

When to See a Professional for

Grief 



As we go through grief, it is sometimes easy to miss the signs telling us we need to

seek out help. Whether you are considering getting help for yourself or a friend

that seems to be struggling after the death of a loved one, consider these points to

see how many you can relate to. 

Change in Sleeping Patterns - You're eventually going to be able to sleep, even if it's

after crying yourself to sleep. But if you find yourself sleeping during the day and

staying awake all night, that's a sign your mind is struggling to handle this on its

own. 

Having Suicidal Thoughts or Thoughts of Hurting Yourself - Without question, this is

the most important point, as some people reason they can't go on living without their

loved one. Rational thought, though, would help them understand that their loved

one would never wish them to do that, and they'd want them to continue living. 

Uncontrollable Rage - After the initial moments of losing a loved one, we should be

able to lessen our anger toward the loss as time goes by. Uncontrollable rage will

just open 

up opportunities for more trouble, so counseling is definitely needed. 

Others Have Mentioned You Need Grief Counseling - If other people have already

brought this subject up, then they're seeing some signals that a professional

therapist might be necessary to help you move on. 

When to See a Professional for

Grief, cont.

"Grief is like the ocean, it comes on waves ebbing and flowing, Sometimes

the water is calm, and sometimes it is overwhelming. All we can do is learn

to swim." 

- Vicki Harrison 


