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“I will open my heart in trust that, In ways I do not now understand, My loved one 
will continue to be present in my life” –Martha Whitmore Hickman 
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Learning Agenda 

We often think of grief as something that occurs after the death of someone close to us. That is 
certainly true. However, grief can occur following all kinds of other losses in your life as well. 
You could grieve the loss of anything that was important to you.  

 

Introduction 

The process of grief is unique to everyone who experiences it. There are no rules or set time 
frames when it comes to grief. Grief is an individual response. You may have strong feelings 
which are difficult to accept and process at times. This guide includes practical information on 
feelings associated with grief; mourning specific losses, changes in relationships; taking care 
of yourself; and remembering your loved one. The more you learn about grief and 
bereavement, the better you will be able to cope during this difficult time and in the years to 
come.  

“Grief is itself a medicine.” William Cowper  

What is grief?  

Grief is a multi-faceted response to loss, particularly to the loss of someone or 
something to which a bond was formed. We often place focus on the emotional 
response to a loss, it also has a physical, cognitive, behavioral, social, and 
philosophical dimensions. 

Grief is an acute sorrow or deep sadness caused by a loss, misfortune, or disaster. 
Grief refers to the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors connected to the thoughts, feels 
and behaviors connected to the loss of something important.  
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Grief Overview  

• A reaction to loss.  

• More than sadness.  

• A process  

• Personal  

• Individualized 

Grief can affect your  

• Actions  

• Emotions  

• Thoughts  

• Body  

• and Spirituality.  
 

 
"Grief and pain are the price we humans pay for the love and total commitment we have 

for another person" . -C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed 
 
 
Grief is any type of Loss 

 

• Death of loved one  

• Moving to a New Place (Relocation) 

• Losing Your Job, Property  

• Separation 

• Divorce  

• Best Friend  

• Pet  

• Injury  

• Disability  

• Empty Nest (child leaving home)  

• Miscarriage 
 

Bereavement -is what happens to us  

 

Grief-is what we feel in response to our bereavement  

 

Mourning-is how we express our grief – what we do  

 

Suffering 

• the bearing of pain, distress, injury and grief 
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Common Types of Suffering 

• Spiritual- is there any meaning in what is happening. Why me? Why someone I love? Is 
there still a God or Higher Power who cares? 

• Social-am I a burden to my family? How do I deal with role reversals? 

• Financially-how will I pay for my care, my medications? What happens when I can 
longer work? What is the impact on my family financially? 

 

Note: 

While the terms grief and bereavement are used interchangeable, bereavement often refers to 
the state of loss, and grief is the reaction to the loss.  

 

Common Myths of Grief  

The myths and misinformation about grief can create a great deal of harm and prevent 
others from helping you through the grieving process. Below is a list of common myths. Ask 
yourself, “Do I believe any of these to be true?” Be honest with yourself. Think about any of 
these myths that might have influenced your thinking / beliefs about grief and grieving  

1. The pain will go away faster if you ignore it.  

• Unfortunately, choosing to ignore grief will usually end in more emotional pain, “What 
we resist will simply persist” is an important phrase worth remembering. It is 
exhausting to keep up the mental and emotional walls required to ignore something 
as big as grief. It is better to acknowledge and move through grief.  

2. It is important to "be strong" in the face of a loss (get over it)  

• This is simply not true. The goal of grief is to “find an enduring connection with the 
person who has died while also embarking on a new life.” This means working towards 
a “new normal” and learning to live with grief .  

3. If you do not cry, it means you are not sorry about the loss 

• Crying is a normal response to sadness, however it’s not the only one. Those who don’t 
cry may feel the pain just as deeply as others. Remember-everyone grieve differently.  

4. Grief should last about a year  

• There is no right or wrong time frame for grieving How long it takes can differ from 
person to person.  

5. Friends can help by not bringing the subject up  

• While sanctuary and solitude can be especially important, the bereaved need a balance of 
opportunities to share their feelings, concerns, memories as well as to receive support from 
others.  

6. Everyone grieves the same  

• Just like most other personal and emotional experiences, it is rarely predictable. Just like 

the love you shared; your grief can feel very much like a roller coaster ride. It follows no 

timeline and is not necessarily logical.  
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Other Myths of Grief 

 

Staying busy is a good way to cope.  

• This and leads to exhaustion. There is no way that choosing to stay busy will help you to 

complete the essential tasks of grieving; it will only distract and postpone the work of 

grief and mourning.  

Grief is purely an emotional reaction to loss.  

• The mind and body are closely related, which means grief involves the whole body and 

impacts us emotionally, physically, cognitively, and spiritually.  

Grieving involves the person “letting go” of the person who has died.  

• We never let go of those we love! Bereavement involves accepting their death in the 

process of creating an enduring emotional, psychological, and spiritual connection. 

 

All people do not grieve the same way.  

Many people have grief reactions that are similar. Yet, grief is very individual. The way you 

grieve will be influenced by many things, such as who/what you have lost, how a death 
occurred, your personality, culture, age, gender, other stressors in your life, and how satisfied 

you are with the support you receive from others. There is no right or wrong way to grieve (as 

long as you do not hurt yourself or others).  

4 Types of Grief  

1.Anticipatory Grief - What many people don’t realize is that grieving can begin simple with the 
realization that your loved one will die.  When one experiences anticipatory grief, there is often 
a time to provide a healthy response to a loss by giving one time to accept the of loss, the 
ability to finish unfinished business, allow one to review life and resolve conflicts. This can be a 
terminal illness, move, loss of job etc. Anticipatory grief can also be difficult if you have to 
watch a love one suffers (long or painful death) 

2. Normal Grief -normal feelings, reactions, and behaviors to a loss; grief reactions can be 
physical, psychological, cognitive, and behavioral. 

3. Complicated Grief (4 categories)-the sadness of losing someone never goes away 
completely, but it should not remain center stage of your life. If the pain of loss is so 
constant and severe that it keeps you from resuming your life, you may be suffering from 
complicated grief.  
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• Four Categories of Complicated Grief 

I. Normal grief- reactions that do not subside and continue over very long 
periods of time. 

II. Delayed Grief-normal grief reactions that are suppressed or postponed. 
The survivor consciously or unconsciously avoids the pain of the loss. 

III. Exaggerated Grief-survivor resorts to self-destructive behaviors  
IV. Masked Grief-survivor is not aware that behaviors that interfere with 

normal daily functioning  

4. Disenfranchised Grief Types of Grief -The grief encountered with when a loss is 
experienced and cannot be openly acknowledged, socially sanctioned or publicly shared.   

Grief may be disenfranchised if others  

• do not recognize your relationship to the person who died,  

• if the type of loss is not supported by others,  

• or if there is stigma related to the loss.  

Examples of disenfranchised that some people may not share with others include:  

• the death of an ex-spouse or former friend,  

• the death of a companion animal,  

• the loss of ability,  

• or death from traumatic things such as suicide, AIDS, terminal illness etc. 

• or a criminal act.  

Two Styles of Grievers 

1. Instrumental Grievers focus on the "thinking" part of grief . This often involves problem-
solving, such as making funeral arrangements recurring thoughts about the circumstances 
of death: the how and why. These individuals are less emotionally expressive about loss 
and do not always seek support.   

• THINKING is predominated to feeling as an experience; feelings are less intense 

• There is general reluctance to talk specifically about feelings 

• Mastery of oneself and the environment are most important 

• Problem-solving as a strategy enables mastery of feelings and control for the 

environment in creating the new normal 

• Brief periods of cognitive dysfunction are commom-0confusion, forgetfulness, 

obsessiveness 

• Energy levels are enhances, but symptoms of general arousal caused by the loss go 

unnoticed 
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2. Intuitive Grievers  focus on the "feeling" part of grief strong. The emotional responses to 
loss, are more of an outward display of emotion. These individuals more likely to seek 
emotional support.  

• FEELINGS are intensely experienced 

• Expressions such as crying and lamenting mirror the inner experience 

• Successful adaptive strategies facilitate the experience and expression of feelings 

• There are prolonged periods of confusion, inability to concentrate, disorganization, 
and disorientation 

• Physical exhaustion and/or anxiety may result 

 

A person be both types of grievers at different times, different stages and dependent upon the 

type of loss and how the loss is perceived to that individual. The important thing is to 

understand that “it’s ok not to be ok”.  

 

Five Stages of Grief  

1. Denial  

• "This can't be happening to me” 

2. Anger  

• " "Why is this happening?” 

• Who is to blame?” 

3. Bargaining  

• "Make this not happen, and in return I will___."  

4. Depression  

• "I'm too sad to do anything” 

5. Acceptance  

• "I'm at peace with what happened"  

Grief is a roller coaster, not a series of stages 
 
Sometimes it is best not to think of grief as a series of stages. The grief process is truly like a 
roller coaster, full of ups and downs, highs, and lows. Like many roller coasters the roller 
coasters, the ride tends to be rougher in the beginning, the lows may be deeper and longer. The 
difficult periods should become less intense and shorter as time goes by, but it takes time to 
work through a loss. Even years after a loss, especially at special events such as a family 
weddings, or the birth of a child, one often will still experience a strong sense of grief.   
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Common Responses to Grief 

Shock, Numbness and Disbelief  

• There is a sense of unreality about it. You hope it’s just a bad dream. The numbers 
can be a way of cushioning you until you face the emotions of grief.  

Anger  

• It can be directed at yourself, others, God, the one who died, or the person who 
provided care. You look for somebody to blame. And there are more questions than 
answers. “Why him?” “Why now?” “How could God allow this?  

Relief  

• This is a common emotion after the death of someone who has endured a long-term 
illness. You may feel relief for yourself as well as for your loved one. Sometimes 
feeling relieved is accompanied by guilt. 

Guilt/Regret  

• You may blame yourself for not doing enough or for something you said or did. You 
might be saying “if only I would have or could’ve”. In time, this emotion will likely pass. 
If you continue to believe you did something wrong and are unable to forgive yourself, 
seek help from someone who can listen non-judgmentally.  

 

Loneliness  

• Visitors have left and the house may seem so quiet and empty. You may wonder how 
you can go on like this! Reaching out to others for support is crucial so as not to 
isolate yourself more.  

Anxiety/Panic  

• Emotions of grief can feel foreign and scary. You may feel as though you’re losing 
your mind and won’t be able to function. You may also fear the future and worry 
something else may happen.  

“No one ever told me that grief feels so like fear”  

C. S. Lewis  
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Sadness  

• You do not enjoy activities or people anymore. Life feels like the pits. You may not 
care whether you wake up tomorrow. These are days when the sadness is 
overwhelming as all days it does not feel as intense or the same. If you feel you are 
immobilized (not operating as normal) by your sadness or have thoughts of 
harming yourself, seek professional help. 

 

 

Confused/Disoriented  

• You feel disoriented and find it difficult to concentrate. You forget where you put things 
and having trouble following conversations. Be patient with yourself. Make lists. Do 
tasks for 15 minutes at a time. Ask others to remind you of appointments, things you 
may forget and need to get done. Know this too will pass. 

 

 
 

Factors Influencing Grief  

• Relationship with the deceased  

• Unique issues if the death is a child or parental figure  

• Sudden death- No time to say “Good-bye” “I forgive you” or “I thank 
you”  

• Violent death (murders/accidents)  

• Suicide  

• Ambiguity of the loss (being open to more than one interpretation”  

• Multiple losses (where grief piles up or happens back-to-back) 

 

 

Grief Changes in Relationships  

• Family Members  

• Friends  

• Co-Workers  

• Spiritual Relationships  
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Personal Impact of Grief Grief impacts all aspect of our being. People are not only grieving; 
they are also still trying to participate in life and those stressors of doing both will affect the grief 
journey/process. A list will follow, and it does not mean that a person who grieves will follow the 
list or go through everything on the list. It is important to know that following a grief or loss, 
REACTIONS FOLLOW the event and should be considered (remembered).  

 

 

Note: This can be for the person who receives a terminal illness and is processing grief before 
he/she passes. 

 

 

Physical Reactions  

As part of the individual’s way of handling the stress and anxiety, a person may experience the 
following reactions: 

 

Sleep disturbances 

• Oversleeping, difficulty falling asleep and awakening ; inability to get started/motivated 
for another day 

• Under-sleeping; nightmares, loss-centered dreaming; interrupted sleep 

Changes in appetite: 

• Overeating, binge eating 

• Undereating; loss of appetite 

Exaggeration of other physical situations 

• Blood pressure, diabetes, allergies, digestive and stomach problems, 
headaches/migraines 

 

Note: All are often triggered by poor eating and sleeping habits, thereby affecting the immune 
system and the body’s ability to maintain a healthy balance.  

 

Behavioral Reactions  

Because the loss event changes the individual, behaviors, whether while alone or in a social 
setting, also reflect the change the individual is experiencing. 

 

Aggressive Behaviors 

• Volume/tone in speaking 

• Irritability 

• Tension 

Withdrawn 

• Passive behaviors 

• Very quiet and introverted 

• Short answers 

• Limited conversations 

• Feels unworthy of happiness 
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Self-Doubt (increases) 

• Needs much reassurance 

• Decisions are difficult 

• Indifference 

• Apathy may following 

• Meaninglessness 

• Not want to initiate activities 

• Not wanting to leave home 

 

Reckless or self-destructive behaviors 

• Alcohol use/abuse: often to numb feelings 

• Drug use/abuse: to numb and escape the emotional reactions 

• Sexual promiscuity: to seek comfort; or to “dare” something to happen to me 

• Reckless driving or other behaviors to challenge fate/the world 

 

Hyperactivity: excessive energy to act out all the stress/anxiety 

• Cleaning 

• Working more 

• Talking more than usual 

• Shopping 

• Attention-getting 

• Shopping/spending 

• Home fix-it projects 

• Excessive organizing 

 

 

Cognitive Reactions 

This is usually seen more at work because of the problems it causes with job performance 

• Reduced attention span 

• Inability to follow a conversation 

• Difficulty reading  

• Trouble focusing 

• Loss-centered thinking: focus much of the individual’s thought process to the point of 
obsessiveness 

• Impaired self-esteem 

• Idealization of the past, of the future and of the individual and the relationship lost 

• Exaggeration in magical thinking (I made it happen) 
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Emotional Reaction 

• Self-blame and guilt 

• Fears: of getting through each day, of being alone, of being a single parent, thoughts of 
what will I do now? 

• Helplessness/hopelessness 

• Anger: at life’s situation, at God, at unfairness, at the one who dies, at others for being 
happy 

• Yearning/desiring the lost loved and the world that was 

• Withdrawn, not sharing feelings with others because they do not understand or “get it” 

• Not able to give emotionally to others-even family members 

• Anxiety: all of the above create an accumulation of general anxiety for many grieving 
individuals.  

 

Trying to handle life in a new fashion means creating a new “normal”. This is all transition and 
for many that means anxiety until the acceptance of the loss with healthy coping skills becomes 
the “new” acceptable way of life” 

 

Spiritual/Philosophical Reactions 

• Whatever one’s belief system, there may be challenges to that system.  

• What was believed often comes into question and is examined in the light o f the logs 
and go through its own change, strengthen or weakened-but change.  

Remember: This is part of the grief and adaption to the loss. 

• Those with belief in God may question: why God did not intervene, why did God let this 
happen, where is God in their pain, suffering, adjusting experience? 

• Various questions about God and one’s anger towards him, often creates guilt for the 
individual to work through.  

 

 

Timetable for Grief 

One of the most frequently asked questions is: How long will grief last? How long should it last? 
Everyone grieves differently and so the timetable is different for everyone. The following is a 
general description.  

 

 

Month one through two: 

In the first month, grieving persons may be so busy with funeral arrangements, visitors and 
paperwork and other immediate tasks that they have little time to begin the grieving process. 
You may also be numb or feel that the loss is unreal. This may last beyond the first month if the 
death was sudden, violent, or particularly untimely. 

 

Month Three: 

This may be particularly challenging time during the grief process as visitors have gone home, 
cards and cards have pretty much stopped and most of the numbness have worn off. Many 
people who do not understand the grief process may pressure the grieving person to bet back 
to normal. The grieving person is just often beginning the very painful task of understanding 
what this loss really means.  
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Months Four through Twelve: 

The grieving person continues to work through the many tasks of learning to live with the loss. 
There begins to be more good days than bad days. Difficult periods will pop up sometimes with 
no trigger, even late into the last half of the first year of the loss. It is important that the grieving 
person understand that these difficult periods are normal, not a sign of weakness. They are not 
a setback of lack of progress.   

 

Significant Anniversaries: 

During the first year, personal and public holidays present additional challenges. Birthdays (of 
the deceased and other family members), weddings anniversaries and family and school 
reunions can be difficult. Medical anniversaries, such as the day of diagnosis, the day 
someone is hospitalized or came home from the hospital can also bring up memories. The 
grieving person may not be aware of these dates, but they may still affect them.   

 

The one-year anniversary of the death: 

Reactions to the anniversary may begin days or weeks before the actual date. Many people 
describe reliving those last difficult days. Even individuals who have been doing well may be 
surprised at how intensely the one-year anniversary affects them. People generally welcome 
additional acknowledge or support during anniversaries.  

 

The second year: 

Most grieving people agree that it takes at least two years to start feeling as if they have 
established workable new routines and a new identity without the deceased person Many of 
the tasks of the second year have to do with re-assessing goals, discovering a new identity and 
creating a different lifestyle.  

 

 

 

Grief Timetable Overview 

 

The length of time it takes to adjust to a loss is different for each person and in each 
circumstance. Grieving often takes much longer than people think. If someone has died, you 
will cope with many new experiences in the first year without the person or whatever loss that 
may be difficult for you at that time. Some people find the second year is also difficult, as the 
loss becomes more real to them. It is helpful to be gentle with yourself, allowing as much time 
as you need to adjust.  

It can be comforting to know that grief tends to come in waves, so you will not be distressed 
constantly. At times you may feel upset and heartbroken, but in between these times, you 
may be content and enjoy many things. Usually grief reactions start to fade within six months. 
As time goes on, you will not feel the grief reactions as strongly or as much. In time you can 
learn to live your life fully and happily despite the loss.  

As you adjust to your loss, you might find that grief reactions pop up from time to time, even 
after many years. This is quite common. This grief might be triggered by many things such 
as songs, a season of the year, birthdays, holidays, anniversaries or special events in your 
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life, which you may wish the deceased could enjoy with you. Usually, these grief episodes 
are short-lived.  

“Grief is a most peculiar thing; we’re so helpless in the face of it. It’s like a window that will 
simply open of its own accord. The room grows cold, and we can do nothing but shiver. But it 
opens a little less each time, and a little less; and one day we wonder what has become of it.”                                                               
Arthur Golden  
 
 
Why does the grieving process last so long? 
 
It is often difficult for the family, friends, and colleagues of a loved one to understand why the 
grieving process lasts so long. They want to see us happy again and getting on with our life. It is 
important to be aware of the many kinds and level off that can accompany the death of a loved 
one.  
 
Note: This awareness may help us and others who care about us to be more patient and 
gentler to us during the grieving process.  
 
We will often experience a secondary loss that may not be as obvious as the overwhelming loss 
of a loved one.  
 
 
 
Secondary Losses 
 
 
Loss of a part of ourselves 

• There is always a part of us that 
 
Loss of Identity 

• Part of who we are is what we did with and for the person 
 
Loss of Self-Confidence 

• The feeling inadequacy, not being able to do anything right, is often a strong feeling after a loss. 
 
Loss of chosen lifestyle 

• Death forces us to change, to begin a new lifestyle weather we want to or not 
 
Loss of security 

• When a loved one dies, we lost the most basic sense of security. We often do not know what 
will happen next or how to respond to situations. 
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First-Aid for Difficult Emotions 
 
In times of loss, it is not uncommon that you experience unfamiliar or very intense emotions.  

Grief affects every aspect of your life, including all your relationships, physical, mental and 
emotional aspects within yourself. During the loss, you may be experiencing unfamiliar or very 
intense emotions. A natural response is to keep "a lid on them" , but sooner or later 
suppressing emotions will take a physical and emotional toll if difficult emotions are ignored.  

“Look well into thyself. There is a source of strength which will always spring up if thou 
will always look there.” Marcus Aurelius  

A  

Accept whatever you are feeling  

• There is nothing wrong with any feeling you have, whether it is relief, envy, 
guilt, rage or anger. Not accepting your feelings, however, creates tension 
and an inner tug of war. Pay attention to physical cues; they are often the 
first sign of suppressed feelings-a lump in the throat, a knot in the stomach, 
a tensed jaw.  

I  

Identify your feelings  

• Try to be specific about what you feel. “I feel bad” is fairly vague, whereas 
“I feel discouraged about the slow progress I’m making” is more helpful. 
When you name your feelings, you are less likely to feel overwhelmed by 
them. 

D  

Do something with your feelings  

• Cry-let the dam break  

•  Walk, run, or go to the gym  

•  Beat a pillow or punching bag  

•  Find a secluded place to yell  

•  Tear up an old book or catalog  

•  Talk to someone who can listen without judging  

•  Depict your feelings with crayons, magic-markers or paint  

• Write about your feelings, even if it is anger towards God or the one who 
died. This is not dishonoring them; rather it helps you gain release.  

• Tell others, when you have calmed down, how you feel when they offer you. For 
example,” I felt hurt when you said I should clear out his closet”.  
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A Holistic Approach to Grief  

Physical Care  

• Exercise the stress away  

• Eat small amounts of food often-lower your intake of caffeine and 
sugar  

• Drink plenty of fluids (particularly water)-8 glasses or cups a day  

• Limit use of mood-altering drugs and alcohol  

• Break down tasks into small parts  

• Sleep, nap, rest, relax several times a day when possible  
 
Emotional Release  

• Talk it out as often as needed, even if it’s to the one who died.  

• Say the anxieties and fears aloud  

• Write your innermost feelings-expressing yourself in writing can help you heal  

• Cry-tears wash away the emotional debris  

• Relax by breathing slowly and deeply. Inhale peace and calm; exhale anxiety and stress  

Intellectual Help  

• Read for self-insight or just for diversion. Short, easy reads may be best  

• Take note of self-critical thoughts and counter with positive or reassuring 
ones  

• Put positive statements about yourself on your bathroom mirror. Say them 
aloud each day. 

• Refrain from intellectually challenging projects when feelings are intense 

• Avoid making hasty decisions. Put major decisions off as long as possible 

Social Support  

• Let someone else be strong sometimes  

• Do not wait for others to guess your needs  

• Make use of available resources including friends, pastor, support groups, 
or professionals  

• Try to enjoy others as they are despite their imperfections or insensitive 
remarks  Socialize even when you’re not in great company (People will 
understand) 

 
 
 

Spiritual Assistance 

 
Realize the pain of grief can cloud perceptions of God’s love and comfort. 
Accept the humanness of pain. This does not imply spiritual weakness. 

Utilized inspirational readings and prayers that bring comfort 
Seek guidance from your pastor or spiritual mentor 
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Other Coping Mechanisms to Help with the Grief Process  

Rituals A ritual is an activity that is done to remember and honor the person who died. It may 
be related to your cultural traditions. A visitation or wake and a funeral or memorial service are 
examples of rituals. You can also do many kinds of informal rituals that will honor the 
deceased and help yourself. Some examples: lighting candles on special dates to remember 
the deceased, sewing a memory quilt (which may be created from clothes of the deceased), 
planting a memory garden, sharing a memory dinner to celebrate the life of the deceased.  

Writing or journaling Writing or journaling about your grief experience can help you express 
your feelings and the importance of your loss. If there is something you wish you could have 
told the person before s/he died, consider writing a letter to the deceased person. Afterwards, 
you can keep the letter, bury it, or destroy it—whatever feels right to you.  

Forgiving An unexpected death can leave you with “unfinished business” with the deceased. If 
you have a sense of previously being “wronged” by the deceased, you may want to focus on 
forgiveness.  

Nature Spending time in nature can be soothing and healing.  

Books Many books have been written on coping with grief, some by authors who have gone 
through their own grief journeys. To find one that meets your needs, browse at your local 
bookstore or review the book lists at the websites  

Massage If you are feeling tension or pain in your muscles from “holding onto grief”, consider 
therapeutic massage. Massage therapists can be found in many communities.  

Staying in the Present -Not worrying or thinking about the past constantly (depression) or 
worrying and thinking about the future (anxiety). All you have is today, this moment, use it and 
use it wise.  

 

Flexibility Learn to adjust to changes  

Redefine what is of value…. Not what you do but who you are  

Find Meaning in what is happening  

Find Hope Explore what is LOST. Explore what is LEFT. Explore what is POSSIBLE.  

Find those who can accompany you in your pain and suffering so you are not isolated and 
alone  
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Plan for grief “triggers”. Anniversaries, holidays, and milestones can reawaken 
memories and feelings. Be prepared for an emotional roller coaster and know that it’s 
completely normal. If you’re sharing a holiday or lifecycle with other relatives, talk to them 
ahead of time about their expectations and agree on strategies to honor the person you 
loved.  
 
 

“And when we have remembered everything, we grow afraid of what we may forget: a face, a 
voice, a smile, a birthday, an anniversary. No need to fear forgetting because the heart 

always remembers.” Author unknown  
 

 
 
Milestones  
 
There will be common anticipated difficult times surrounding your loss. Anticipation of the loss 
can sometimes be worse than the actual milestone day. Remember you have the right to 
choose if or how you want to participate in anything particularly holidays. There are no set 
rules.  
 
Eventually, you will develop ways to remember your loved one, or keep him or her with you 
mentally and spiritually. For example, you may talk to your loved one mentally on a regular 
basis-sharing tid-bits of your day or going to the cemetery to bring him or her up to date on your 
life’s events. As time passes, you may keep whatever personal ritual you have created in a 
place, or you may shift to a new kind of sharing or a way of acknowledging that your loved one 
is till with you.  

Common Milestones 

• Anniversary of death/loss  

• Birthday  

• Holidays  

• One Year  

• Forever  

As time goes on, remember that over time, the intensity of your painful feelings will lessen. This 
does not mean that you stop feeling grief, but what once seemed unbearable, may be easier to 
manage, and the sadness, anger, and despair you once felt may no longer demand all of your 
energy. Feelings of security, calmness, or simply everyday happiness that may have receded 
during the months and sometimes years after the death of your loved one may slowly become 
accessible again.  

You may even feel guilty for reinvesting in the pleasures of life again. Try to remember that the 
memory of your loss does not disappear with your decreased feelings of grief. By going on with 
your life you are not taking away or denying the experience of your loss. Finally, know that you 
cannot grieve without finding your life unchanged. Realize that you have grown from. Your loss 
experience and gained invaluable awareness of how precious life really is.  
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As Grief Evolves, Remember: 

•  Grief is a life-long process  

•  Grief does not mean "letting go"  

•  Grief does not occur in stages  

•  Grief does involve growth  

 

Distinguishing between grief and depression 

Distinguishing between grief and clinical depression isn’t always easy since they share many 
of the same symptoms. However, there are ways to tell the difference. Remember, grief is a 
roller coaster. It involves a wide variety of emotions and a mix of good and bad days. Even 
when you are in the middle of the grieving process, you will have moments of pleasure or 
happiness. With the depression, on the other hand, the feelings of emptiness and despair are 
constant.  

 

Symptoms of complicated grief include: 

• Intense longing and yearning for the deceased 

• Intrusive thoughts or images of your loved one 

• Denial of the death or sense of belief 

• Imagining that your loved one is alive 

• Searching for the person in familiar places 

• Avoiding things that remind you of your loved one 

• Extreme anger or bitter over the loss 

• Feeling that life is empty or meaningless 

 
 
Symptoms that suggest depression, not just grief: 

• Intense, pervasive sense of guilt 

• Thoughts of suicide or preoccupation with dying 

• Feelings of hopelessness or worthlessness 

• Slow speech and body movements 

• Inability to function at work, home, and/or school 

• Seeing and hearing things that aren’t there 
 
 
We care about our hearts, so why can't we care for our minds?  

“The experience of grief is powerful. So, too, is your ability to help yourself heal. In doing 
the work of grief, you are moving toward a renewed sense of meaning and purpose in life” 

Alan Wolfelt  

Depression  

Depression is an illness with some symptoms similar to those of grief. If you are depressed 
and receive treatment for it, you will be better able to do the grief work necessary to cope with 
your loss.  
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Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) You could have posttraumatic stress disorder if 
the circumstances of your loss were violent or shocking in some way. You might have 
recurring recollections of the death (or loss) that are very disturbing.  

It takes courage to accept and face the difficult emotions of loss. It takes patience to 
discover life again.  

When to seek professional help?  

Most people move through their grief, adjust to the loss, and resume a changed but full life. 
Usually, grief reactions start to fade within about six months. Some people, however, do not 
feel better as time goes on and may even feel worse and have trouble functioning in their daily 
lives. If the symptoms of depression outlined earlier describes you,  it is highly likely 
tome for you to seek help from a professional who will determine if you might be 
experiencing complicated grief, depression, or posttraumatic stress disorder. If you are 
having thoughts of suicide, seek help right away.  

Note: There are caring professionals available who can help you cope with this difficult time in 
your life.  

Contact a professional if you: 

• Feel like your life is not worth living 

• Wish you had died with your loved one 

• Blame yourself for the loss or for failing to prevent it 

• Feel numb and disconnected from other for more than a few weeks 

• Are having difficulty trusting others since your loss 

• Are unable to perform your normal daily activities 

The following are professionals who can help.  

Primary care practitioner Some grief reactions are very similar to the symptoms of different 
illnesses. It can be a good idea to see your primary care physician first to rule out the 
possibility of another medical condition. Be sure to tell the clinician about your loss.  

Grief counselor Grief counselors can be very helpful in helping you cope. These 
compassionate specialists may have a wide variety of credentials (e.g., bereavement 
counselor, clergy, psychologist, social worker) and are found in many settings, such as clinics, 
funeral homes, hospices, and private practice. Not all professionals with degrees in these 
helping fields have focused on grief in their careers. Contact leaders of grief support groups, 
hospice staff, or funeral directors to learn about counselors available in your area.  

Mental health professional Clinical social workers, psychologists, and psychiatrists can 
diagnose complicated grief, depression, and posttraumatic stress disorder and direct 
your treatment.  

Spiritual leader Some losses can cause you to question your spiritual beliefs. This is not 
an unusual reaction. If this happens, you might feel ungrounded without your former beliefs 
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for support. This can also become a time when you strengthen your beliefs or grow in new 
directions. Meeting with a chaplain, clergy, or other spiritual leader may be helpful. 

Reminder 

•  Do not hesitate to seek professional help.  

•  Connect with others.  

•  Acknowledge your feelings.  

 

To spare oneself from grief at all costs can be achieved only at the price of total detachment, 
which excludes the ability to experience happiness.” Erich Fromm 

Do not let discomfort prevent you from reaching out to a friend, loved one or professional help. 
At this time, you need more support than ever. You might not know exactly what to say or what 
to do, but that is ok. You do not need to have answers or give advice. The most important thing 
you can do is take care of you (mind, body, and spirit).  
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Bonus Information 

Developmental Responses to Grief  

While everyone grieves differently, there are some behaviors and emotions commonly 
expressed by children depending on their developmental level. No matter how old a child is, it 
can be helpful to read through each of the age ranges, as there are times when a six year old 
asks a complex, big picture question and those when a teenager is struggling to find a 
physical outlet for their grief.  

I hope this information will help with understanding how grief affects children and teens 
across the developmental span.  

Ages 2-4 Years Old  

Developmental Stage  

Children this age don’t fully understand that death is permanent and universal. They are 
most likely to express themselves through their behavior and play.  

Concept of Death Young children see death as reversible and are starting to wonder if death 
happens to everyone. You might hear questions like: “My mom died? When will she be 
home?” and “Will you die too? What about me?”  

Common responses to grief  

• General anxiety/ heightened separation anxiety  

• Crying  

• Denial  

• Withdrawal  

• Irregular sleep/fear of sleep 

• Clinginess/ need to be held  

• Irritability  

• Temper tantrums  

• Telling the story to anyone, including strangers  

• Repetitive questions  

• Behavior regression- may need help with tasks they’ve already learned  
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Ways to help  

• Assure adult protection and care  

• Provide physical comforts: rest, holding, routine  

• Create a consistent routine to re-establish safety and predictability, especially around 
starting and ending the day.  

• Provide a short, honest explanation of the death. “Mommy died, Her body stopped 
working.” Use the words dead and died. Avoid euphemisms such as gone, passed on, 
lost. • Explain physical reality of death  

• Answer questions honestly.  

• Set limits but be flexible when needed.  

• Provide opportunities for play.  

• Give choices whenever possible. “Do you want hot or cold cereal?”  

• Offer lots of physical and emotional nurturance.  

• Give repeated concrete explanations  

• Encourage teacher/parent communication 

• Enrich “feeling” vocabulary  

EXPECT: Withdrawal, denial, re-enactment play, heightened separation anxiety, 
whining, crying, clinging, tantrums, regression, and fear of sleep  

Ages 5-8 Years Old  

Developmental Stage Children this age are exploring their independence and trying tasks 
on their own. They are very concrete thinkers, with a tendency towards magical/fantasy 
thoughts.  

Concept of Death In this age range, children often still see death as reversible. They can also 
feel responsible and worry that their wishes or thoughts caused the person to die. They may 
say things like: “It’s my fault. I was mad and wished she’d die.”  
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Common responses to grief  

• Disrupted sleep, changes in eating habits  

• Repetitive questions - How? Why? Who else? 

• Concerns about safety and abandonment  

• Short periods of strong reaction, mixed with acting as though nothing 
happened Nightmares  

• Regressive behaviors- may need help with tasks they’ve already learned (can’t tie 
shoes, bedwetting)  

• Behavior changes: high/low energy, kicking/hitting  

• Physical Complaints: stomachaches, headaches, body pain  

• Poor academic performance 

• Peer problems  

Ways to help  

• Provide realistic information; address magical thinking  

• Encourage appropriate acting out  

• Continue to enrich feelings vocabulary  

• Encourage verbal and creative expression  

• Provide opportunities for age-appropriate tasks  

• Provide opportunities for physical activity  

• Explain the death honestly using concrete language. “Daddy’s heart stopped working.” 
Use the words dead and died. Avoid euphemisms such as gone, passed on, lost. • Be 
prepared for repetitive questions.  

• Provide opportunities for big energy and creative play.  

• Allow children to talk about the experience and ask questions.  

• Offer lots of physical and emotional nurturance.  

• Give choices whenever possible. “Your room needs to be cleaned. Would you like 
to do it tonight or tomorrow morning?”  

• Normalize feelings  

• Reduce academic requirements  

• Provide opportunities to help others in need  

EXPECT: Poor academic performance, fantasy play, obsessive talking about incidents, 
anxious arousal, behavioral changes, peer problems, psychosomatic complaints, attention 
seeking.  
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Ages 8-12 Years Old  

Developmental Stage Elementary school age children may still be concrete thinkers but 
are beginning to understand abstract ideas like death and grief. They often start making 
closer connections with friends and activities outside their home and family.  

Concept of Death Children this age begins to understand that death is permanent and start 
thinking about how the loss will affect them over the long-term. Some children will focus on 
the details of what happened to the body of the person who died. Feelings of guilt and regret 
can lead to concern that their thoughts and actions made the death happen. They may say or 
think 

things like: If I had done my homework, my teacher wouldn’t have died.” Or “I think it was 
my fault because I was mean to my brother.”  

Common responses to grief  

• Express big energy through behavior sometimes seen as acting out  

• Anxiety and concern for safety of self and others- “The world is no 
longer safe.” Worries about something bad happening again  

• Difficulty concentrating and focusing  

• Nightmares and intrusive thoughts  

• Physical complaints: headaches, stomach aches, body pain  

• Using play and talk to recreate the event  

• Detailed questions about death and dying  

• Wide range of emotions: rage, revenge, guilt, sadness, relief, and worry  

• Hypervigilance/ increased sensitivity to noise, light, movement, and change  

• Withdrawal from social situations • Fear of repetition of event happening again  

Ways to help  

• Inform yourself about what happened. Answer questions clearly and accurately. Even 
though children this age are starting to grasp abstract thought, it’s still helpful to use 
the words dead and died and avoid euphemisms such as gone, passed on, lost, 
expired. 

• Provide a variety of activities for expression: talk, art, physical activity, play, writing. 

• Help children identify people and activities that help them feel supported. 

• Maintain routines and limits but be flexible when needed.  

• Give children choices whenever possible, “Would you rather set the table or put 
away the dishes after we eat?”  

• Work to re-establish safety and predictability in daily life.  

• Model expressing emotions and taking care of yourself.  

• Be a good listener 

• Avoid giving advice (unless they ask for it), analyzing, or dismissing their 
experiences.  
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• Seek professional help for any concerns around self-harm or suicidal 
thoughts Normalize feelings and fears  

• Reduce academic requirements  

• Talk about relationship between acting out and traumatic event  

• Provide opportunities to connect to larger community  

Ages 13-18 Years Old  

Developmental Stage Teens are cognitively able to understand and process abstract 
concepts about life and death. They begin to see themselves as unique individuals, separate 
from their role in the family and may wrestle with identity and who they want to be in the world. 
There can 

be significant changes in their priorities, spirituality/faith, sexuality, and physical 
appearance. Teens often rely on peers and significant others outside the family for 
support.  

Concept of Death While teens understand death is permanent, they may have unspoken 
magical thoughts of the person being on a long trip, etc. They may also delve into 
questions about the meaning of life, death, and other traumatic events.  

Common responses to grief  

• Withdrawal from family or other support networks/focused on connections 
with peers Increased risk-taking drugs/alcohol, unsafe behaviors, reckless 
driving  

• Inability to concentrate (school difficulties)/pushing themselves to succeed and be 
perfect Difficulty sleeping, exhaustion  

• Lack of appetite/eating too much  

• Unpredictable and at times intense emotional reactions: anger, sadness, guilt, relief, 
anxiety Uncomfortable discussing the death or their experiences with parents and 
caregivers   

• Worry about safety of self and others  

• Fear about death or violence happening again  

• Confusion over role identity in the family  

• Attempts to take on caregiving/ parent role with younger siblings and other 
adults May have thoughts of suicide and self-harm  

• Hypervigilance/increased sensitivity to noise, movement, light  
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Ways to help  

• Reinforce assurances of safety and security, even if teens don’t express 
concerns. Maintain routines and set clear expectations but be flexible when 
needed. 

• Allow for expression of feelings without trying to change, fix, or take them 
away. Answer questions honestly.  

• Provide choices whenever possible. “I’d like to do something to honor your dad’s 
birthday, would you like to be part of that? What ideas do you have?”  

• Adjust expectations for concentration and task completion when necessary. 

• Assist teens to connect with support systems, including other adults (family, family 
friends, teachers, coaches).  

• Model appropriate expressions of grief and ways to take care of yourself. 

• Ask open-ended questions (“What is it like for you?”) and listen without judging, 
interpreting, advising, or placating.  

• Have patience with teens’ wide range of reactions and questions.  

• Seek professional help for any concerns around self-harm or suicidal 
thoughts. Encourage physical activity  

• Normalize feelings and fears  

• Encourage group discussion  

• Reduce academic requirements  

• Resume routine activities when possible 

• Talk about relationship between acting out and the traumatic event  

• Discuss safety measures  

• Provide opportunities to connect to larger community  

EXPECT: Acting out, self-criticism, fear of repetition of event/happening again, displaced 
anger, guilt, and withdrawal  

What Children Need to Know...  

• They are not alone.  

• It’s okay to ask for help.  

• Their world has been completely changed and will never go back to 
the way it was.  

• It’s normal to be afraid, to cry, to feel lonely and to be angry.  

• It’s okay if a caretaker cries when being asked questions.  

• It’s okay to feel that life is unfair.  

• They can trust the adults around them.  

• Grief is a family matter.  

• They are loved just as much as before the death.  
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What Adults Need to Know...  

• You don’t need to have all the answers.  

• You can’t “fix it” and make it all better.  

• You can ask for help – from adults and children.  

• Children will grieve, play, ask questions, and grieve again in short spaces – be 
ready to respond when they’re ready to share!  

• Children are not just small adults.  

• Crying and questioning are healthy for all ages.  

• Children/teens need to be with friends, to attend school and be active.  

• Children need reassurance that they did not cause the death.  

• Children, teens, and young adults need affirmation and support from adults.  

 

What Teachers Need to Know (Possible Reactions at School)…  

• Become the class clown  

• Become withdrawn and unsociable  

• Become restless in staying seated  

• Not complete homework  

• Become overly talkative  

• Have problems listening, staying on task  

• Become disorganized  

• Show reckless physical action  

• Show poor concentration around external stimuli 

• Show difficulty in following directions  

 

 

Teachers can mistake a student’s healthy expression of grief- talking, crying, etc. as “having 
problems with a loss”, when this is normal for up to 2 years after a loss. Grief is not 
something that ends in a few weeks or months.  

 

Teachers can mistake a student’s lack of open expressions of grief as “not really having any 
problems with the loss.” Children learn to hide grief, so they don’t stand out as weird or 
different at school. They also censor around adults to avoid upsetting them. 
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In Conclusion: 
 

Be Aware   

• Remember that working through the grief is a normal and necessary process 

 

Be There 

• Stay in the present, mindful, do not ignore you pain or emotions 

 

Be Sensitive 

• All the distress and do try to hide it from yourself or others 

 

Be Human 

• All expression of feelings (guilt, anger, sorrow, depression) without judgement 

 

Be Ready 

• Listen to others and let others listen to you when the story is told over and over again 

 

Be Patient 

• Remember that the process of grief takes time 

 

The experience of grief and the mourning process involves many changes of life for an 

individual, family, work, everything. It is a period of ADAPATION and TRANSITIONS in all 

aspects of life. Therefore, it is the WHOLE PERSON that faces this forced change. Adapting 

takes AS LONG AS IT NEEDS TO TAKE. An individual’s circumstances in life, coping 

mechanisms, and spiritual/philosophical beliefs will all contribute to the outcome.  

Learning to accept that we do NOT Get Over a loss, but learn to live with the loss experience, 
can assist us/individuals in accepting their grief response as a JOURNEY.  Grief becomes a 

part of your own life experiences. Grief is not merely a task to be accomplished to “get better”.  

The loss experience is now part of the individual’s life journey in all aspects (physical, 

cognitive, emotional and spiritual).   

 

Thank You for Your Consideration! 
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