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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO LEARN ABOUT GRIEF?

The second half of life involves many reviews and reflections on the rich experience we have lived for so many years. This experience inevitably includes transitions and change, which bring both pleasure and pain.

We have the opportunity to harvest wisdom from experience and pass it on to the next generation. The more we are open to knowing our own lives and how we managed pain and loss, the more we will be able to support the next generation.

On the other hand if we are shut down to the losses in our lives, a big part of who we are is also lost and we are more likely to shut down to others who seek connection and support.

In the past 30 years grief has come out of the closet. World events and media coverage expose us to pain and trauma constantly. How do we deal with this in healthy and constructive ways, if we can’t cope with our own?

I am hoping the following will provide some clues to the nature of grief and some thoughts on how to manage in times of loss and change.

COPING WITH GRIEF

· Defining loss and grief

· Different kinds of grief

· Normal grief reactions

· How some people try to side step grief

· Living and grieving : the place of ritual and remembering

DEFINING LOSS AND GRIEF
Loss is:
Having to relinquish or break the 

bond with a person, place, thing, 

dream, experience or dimension of 

self which is personally significant.

Grief is:

The normal human reaction to loss 

which may be experienced 

physically, emotionally, 
intellectually, and spiritually.

People
Relationship losses through death, injury, separation, migration, moving home, losing friends, family arguments, illness

Places
Loss of family home, workplace, country of origin, local stomping ground, safe places to go
Things
Loss of possessions through burglary, reduced income, moving, down-sizing

Dreams
Loss of dreams of how life, relationships, work, children, retirement were expected or hoped to be

Dimensions of self
Loss of self-esteem, intellect, confidence, safety, trust, senses, hope, motivation, body function, former appearance and agility, feeling valued
· Changes or transitions create both losses and gains

· Grief is more usefully seen as an active response rather than a passive experience
· While there are common reactions, grief is experienced uniquely by each individual and in their own time

· Grief may be complicated by such things as:

· Trauma and suddenness 
· Feeling a sense of responsibility for the loss
· Other losses occurring at the same time

· Experiencing loss which does not fit ‘natural laws’
· Ambivalence
· Personality characteristics 
DIFFERENT KINDS OF GRIEF
· Disenfranchised (Ken Doka 1993)

Where griever and/or the loss are not 
recognised or validated or are even 
shamed. 
· Chronic

Roller coaster of hope and despair 
(Ambiguous loss (Boss 2005) – where 
person is present physically but not 
mentally or visa versa). 
· Anticipatory

Thoughts and emotions in anticipation 
of a loss. This doesn’t prevent grief 
happening when the anticipated loss 
occurs.

· Unresolved

This may be that grief is delayed, 
prolonged, absent or intense beyond 
apparent cause.
· Compound

Many losses happening at once. 
NORMAL GRIEF REACTIONS
Feelings and thoughts
Shock, disbelief, emptiness, apathy, panic, overwhelm, preoccupation, forgetfulness anger, guilt, isolation, anxiety, bitterness, helplessness, confusion, relief, depression, denial, hopeful, vulnerable, sense of chaos
Body sensations
Lack of energy, chest tightness, palpitations, shortness of breath, dry mouth, diarrhoea, constipation, dizziness, aching, sweaty palms, shivering, nausea intolerance of noise and smells, experiencing the same symptoms as….

Behaviours
Sleeping a lot, not sleeping,  eating a lot, difficulty eating, withdrawing, avoiding reminders of…, hallucinating, sighing, crying, deep sobbing, restlessness and overactivity, dreams/nightmares, increased drink/drug use, talking about loss
Spirituality
Low self esteem, questioning faith, embracing dogma, lack of meaning or direction in life, sensing presence of, loss of trust in self and others, loss of hope

4 TASKS OF GRIEVING
(Adapted from Worden (2001)
· BELIEVING

Realising that the loss has 
actually occurred
· FEELING


Experiencing and expressing the 
emotions associated with the 
loss
· MANAGING


Adjusting to and coping with the 
new situation following the loss 
· REMEMBERING


Carrying the memory and the 
meaning of the loss in a new 
way, which creates the 
freedom to go on.
SUBSEQUENT TEMPORARY UPSURGES OF GRIEF (STUG REACTIONS) Rando (1993:64-77)
· Triggers creating a resurgence of grief are common and this can often be expected for many years after the loss

· Often this catches people unawares and can be frightening or confusing

· The grief can sometimes be comforting

· Examples of grief triggers:

· anniversary of death or other loss (can begin to experience several weeks earlier in anticipation)
· regular family gatherings, holidays or rituals (Christmas for example)

· reaching the age that someone important died

· seasonal changes

· a special song, perfume, photo, article of clothing, joke

· media images

· musical rhythms or tempos

· seeing someone who looks similar

· visiting a place of significance

· transition times (births, deaths, marriages, graduation, retirement)

SOME PEOPLE TRY TO SIDE-STEP GRIEF
· Keeping busy

· Helping others

· Drugs and alcohol

· Overeating
· Oversleeping

· Minimizing the loss (doesn’t matter)

· Not talking about it

· Doing ‘up beat’ things to stay happy

· Avoiding reminders

· Working

· Isolating self

· Talking harshly to self (get over it)

· Thinking without feeling

· Replacing what was lost

· Getting sick

· Putting grief off until later……..
Eventually grief seeks to be expressed

It’s never too late to grieve

LIVING AND GRIEVING: RITUAL AND REMEMBERING
‘Ritual gives us a container in which to experience safely the chaos of grief’








(Golden 1996 34-38)
· Might be a once off or repeated activity
· A chance to acknowledge what is gone 

· A chance to connect with others in grief and experience support 
· A chance to express feelings

A ritual needs to be designed for personal relevance or meaning. It is helpful to:

· Have realistic expectations of what can be done, rather than think ‘What SHOULD I do?’
· Think ….and say….what YOU would like to do and select the people with whom you’d like to share the experience if possible
· Build in flexibility: allow yourself to do things differently or even change plans if they no longer fit
· Allow for creativity or symbolism  to evoke memories

· Allow time to experience  and express feelings without judgment and allow time for rest afterwards.
Believing, feeling, managing and ultimately remembering, allows us to eventually let the grief fade without fear of forgetting -  to carry the memory of whoever or whatever is gone, with new energy.

What helps:

· TALK about your loss with family and friends
· ASK for what you need

· REWARD yourself for small achievements

· Recognise your COPING PATTERNS and do more of what helps and less of what doesn’t

· Talk KINDLY to yourself and give yourself PERMISSION to grieve

· REST when you need it

· CARE for your physical needs or allow someone else to do this for a while

· Give yourself TIME to heal

· Go at YOUR PACE rather than what others want from you
· Find a safe place to CRY
· Allow yourself to FEEL angry, sad, relieved

· Allow yourself to LAUGH

· Strike a BALANCE between time for grief and time to recuperate
· Create RITUALS which have personal meaning to honour your loss

· LEARN about grief and HEALING
· WRITE a journal to keep track of your progress

· Accept SUPPORT while you adjust to new challenges 

· Develop a balanced SUPPORT NETWORK  Simonton S. & Simonton C. (1978)
· Self support  25%

· Significant other support 20%


Spouse, close friend, parent, son 



or daughter

· Environmental supports 55%



(family, friends, neighbours, 



colleagues, doctor, professional 


helpers, clergy, insurance agents, 

funeral directors, adult courses, 


support groups, health facilities 


hairdressers, publicans, etc) 
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