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GRIEF

What is grief?

Grief is a natural, normal response to the loss of something or someone we love. Although we often expect to grieve the death of a family member or friend, many other significant losses can also trigger grief.
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· The end of a relationship
· A move to a new community 
· A much-anticipated opportunity or life goal which is suddenly closed to us 
· The death of a pet 
· Someone we love contracts a potentially life-threatening illness.
Grieving is the process though which a person comes to terms emotionally, spiritually physically and mentally with such losses. It is important that we allow ourselves to grieve as this enables us to 'free-up' energy that is bound to the lost person, object, or experience. This energy can be re-invested elsewhere. Until we grieve effectively we are likely to find reinvesting difficult because a part of us remains tied to the past.
Grieving is not forgetting. Healthy grieving results in an ability to remember the importance of the loss with a new-found sense of peace rather than intense pain. Healthy grieving is an active process; it is NOT true that, "You just need to give it time." 
Tasks of grieving
One way of understanding the work to be done is to think of grieving as a series of tasks we need to complete (not necessarily in sequence): 

· To accept the reality and finality of the loss;
· To acknowledge and express the full range of feelings we experience as a result of the loss; 
· To adjust to a life in which the lost person, object, or experience is absent; 
· Withdrawal of emotional energy from the old situation and reinvestment in the new.
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Stages of grief
Every person experiences grief in their own unique way, but most people who face losses in their lives go through certain stages. It is important to note that people can move ‘backwards’ or ‘forwards’ through these stages and/or not necessarily go through all. At each stage there are aspects or tasks of grieving with which we have to deal.
During the first two stages there is a struggle towards accepting the reality of the loss
1    SHOCK AND DISBELIEF
The body protects us from what is really happening. The experience does not seem real. Shock can appear as complete apathy and withdrawal or abnormal calm. It can also take the form of numbness. It can be difficult for a person at this time to take in information. 
2    DENIAL
This generally occurs within the first 14 days and can last minutes, hours, weeks or forever in some cases. It is as if by not experiencing the pain we can somehow avoid the reality that we have experienced a loss. Usually, with time reality sets in and we acknowledge the loss. It is important to talk about the loss not to keep it at a distance with frantic activity, medication or alcohol. 
3     GROWING AWARENESS OF FEELINGS
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The next task to be accomplished for healing to occur is experiencing the pain of grief. We may wish to avoid experiencing the intensity of these emotions, but it is important that we acknowledge these feelings, as this will serve to assist the healing process and enable one to move forward. Various emotions will be experienced and these may be accompanied by physical symptoms such as palpitations, nausea, dizziness, tightness in the throat and digestive problems. 
As individuals move from the denial stage into the stage of growing awareness of feelings they may feel overwhelmed by the waves of feelings that surge through them. They may need reassurance that these are a normal part of the grieving process. 
Some of the feelings that may be experienced could be the following: 

Longing 

This may take the form of an urge to remember the loss repeatedly, to visit where it happened in order to make what happened real or to try and find a reason for it. There may be a great depth of anguish and pining for the loss .Some may have vivid dreams of the person they have lost or feel a strong presence of the person. 
Anger 

Feelings of anger may be directed to the deceased. Anger can also take the form of blaming others for the death/ loss because one thinks it could have been prevented. There is also sometimes anger at being abandoned by someone we cared about.
Guilt
We may question our own behaviour and be angry for not having been the "right kind" of friend, spouse, partner, lover, brother, or sister. All of this anger is normal, and it can be accompanied by a tremendous sense of guilt.  Another type of guilt that may also be present is survivor guilt: guilt that we are alive when one we care about is dead. Often this sentiment is expressed in statements such as "I wish it had been me," or "Why was I spared?" These feelings are also normal. Yet resolution of grief may hinge, at least in part, on our willingness to admit and resolve our anger and our guilt.
[image: image5.jpg]


Depression
Depression is particularly common after bereavement. Sadness and an overwhelming sense of loss may be fairly pervasive feelings during mourning. These feelings are often coupled with a sense of despair, emptiness, loss of enjoyment of any activity, low self esteem and disillusionment. Suicidal thoughts may occur and if these persist, professional counselling must be sought.
Expressing sadness is often difficult. While some of us may be able to cry, others may find it difficult. As noted, it is preferable to allow yourself to express how you feeling by crying and physically releasing the sadness. This will help you to move forward and heal from the loss. 

Anxiety 

As the full realization of the loss emerges, you may feel anxiety about the changes and new responsibilities that are taking place and the loneliness looming ahead. The fear of being overwhelmed by feelings of grief may also contribute to anxiety. 

Difficulty concentrating 
Concentration may be difficult during the grieving process.  One can become preoccupied with events leading to the loss, thoughts or images of the loss. In some instances this can last for months, resulting in confusion and poor concentration. 

Unexpected feelings 

Sudden feelings, often positive can occur at any time.  These may be disturbing as they might not seem to fit the picture of ‘normal’ grief. People may feel a sense of relief when someone dies after a painful illness, or if a partner leaves when the relationship has been difficult.
4     ACCEPTANCE
This is the completion stage of the grieving process.   Acceptance is a difficult goal to reach and the individuals may find themselves moving in and out of acceptance for a while. There is rarely a clear-cut boundary. Elizabeth Kubler Ross, a well-known expert on grief defines acceptance as: a feeling of victory, a feeling of peace, of serenity, of positive submission to things we cannot change.
The time it takes to reach this stage varies considerably depending on how important the loss is and how easy it is for you to go through the grieving process. In the case of bereavement, it generally begins in the second year, after the death has been relived at the first anniversary, the first Christmas, holiday birthday. Many people may feel guilty if they are not ‘over it’ by a year. However in the case of sudden death for example, or the loss of a child, it is likely to take somewhat longer to reach a state of acceptance.
5     ADJUSTING TO LIFE WITHOUT THE DECEASED
This will entail a variety of emotional and behavioural change. For example, new behaviours and skills may need to be developed. The adjustment needed may evoke anxiety and feelings of distress. However, if the individual learns to regard these new roles and tasks in a positive light, the adjustments can be eased.

6     EMOTIONALLY DETACHING FROM THE DECEASED AND INVESTING THAT EMOTION IN OTHER RELATIONSHIPS
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This, the final task of mourning, is often the most difficult. It is common to feel guilty at the thought of detaching from the deceased. We feel we are not being loyal or faithful to what was, especially when the deceased provided emotional nurturance.
But if we do not detach, life for us as survivors may stop emotionally. Holding onto past attachments prevents us from finding new sources of nurturance and support. This does not mean we are abandoning our memories and thoughts, or that we love the deceased any less. It does mean that we must realize that there are other people to be loved.
When the tasks of mourning are accomplished, we can then remember the deceased without pain, though we may still experience some sadness.
 WHAT CAN I DO TO ACCOMPLISH THE TASKS OF MOURNING
Moving through the process of mourning can sometimes be eased by finding support from our social and cultural practices as well as from perhaps more personal resources. Seeking support and using these resources can help us recover from the death of a loved one.
Participate in Social and Cultural Rituals
Cultural practices seem to acknowledge the wisdom of expressing grief. Not all cultures, however, handle this expression in the same way. Many cultures surround the death of one of its members with elaborate ceremony while others acknowledge the loss more privately.
The cultural rituals for dealing with death (e.g., wakes, funerals, etc.) seem designed to offer us an opportunity to express our sadness in the socially and culturally accepted manner. Participating in the ceremony and ritual of bereavement also seems to aid family and friends in the adjustment to losing a loved one. 
Some families and friends create their own rituals to commemorate the birthday or day of death of their loved one e.g. a visit to the gravesite, lighting a candle and special gatherings.
Find and Use Support Systems 
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Finding the support of family members and sharing the pain of loss with them can make a tremendous difference, even though not every family member will handle the loss in the same way. Seeking their support can offer other people the opportunity to comfort us and show concern as a way to remind us that we have other loving connections that life goes on, and that we are not alone in our feelings of loss and grief.
Sometimes when a member of the family dies, other family members have difficulty talking with each other about the death. This is partly due to the painful feelings and also partly due to the belief that somehow talking will "upset" others even more. Thus family members may feel cut off from each other at precisely the time when they need to feel close and be supportive of each other.
Dealing with spiritual issues
For most people, when someone we love dies, questions of faith, the presence or absence of an afterlife and the meaning of life and death often surface. Talking with someone about these issues can aid us in understanding the death of someone we love as well as our own loss. Thus, depending on the particular nature of our spiritual beliefs, some of us will seek guidance and spiritual support from a pastor, priest, rabbi, healer etc.
Seeking professional counselling 
Sometimes individuals who are grieving feel as though they may be burdening family and friends with their need to talk. If this feeling occurs, seeking help from a counsellor is probably a good idea. It is often easier to talk to someone outside of the circle of family and friends about angry feelings, self-blame, guilt and sadness.
Return To Life 
We each have our own way of surviving losses. A progressive return to our usual life of work, family, and friends is most important. The longer we put it off, the slower our recovery will be. We can begin to help ourselves by thinking through the challenges of starting to live without the deceased person. Outlining a schedule of the day-to-day tasks can help us to structure our day and get us moving back into a normal routine. Reconnecting with friends, going back to work or school, and beginning to pick up the threads of our lives can help us to deal with feelings of numbness, lethargy, and paralysis.
Attending to our physical needs is essential during this time. Get enough sleep. Go to bed a bit earlier and sleep a bit later. Plan your meals so that you are eating properly. Include some exercise into your daily routine. Remember just as our emotional self is affected by the loss of a loved one, so is our physical self. 
Although there are no timetables for determining when grieving is over, many experts agree that it is not unusual for the mourning process to take at least a year. Of course this varies depending on your relationship with the deceased, amount of support, and other personal factors.
It takes about a year to go through all of the birthdays, holidays, special events, and other important dates that will be experienced for the first time without the loved one. Though the intensity of the loss may ebb and flow during this period of time, grief lasting for at least a year is not uncommon and can be expected. Generally, the longer a close relationship had existed before the death, the longer the recovery process takes.
When Grief Lasts Too Long …Or Is Too Intense:
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Grief is typically viewed as a normal, though intense, form of sadness. However, grief can sometimes cause extreme or prolonged problems as the sadness evolves into serious disorders of anxiety and depression. If this occurs, it is an indication that counselling or therapy is needed. These extreme reactions may include: 
· feelings of panic and/or frenzy 
· emotional numbness that does not go away 

· going to extremes to avoid thinking about the loss, such as abusing drugs or alcohol, or becoming totally immersed in 


   work. 

  
Intense symptoms of depression may include:
· chronic insomnia which may be interrupted by early morning wakening after falling asleep and difficulty falling asleep again;
· lack of appetite or overeating; 
· a lack of interest and enjoyment in relationships, sex, hobbies, recreation, things you used to find enjoyable, or for life in general; 
· obsessive thoughts of death, or thoughts of suicide. 

If you are experiencing some of these problems, you may need some special help.
Counselling can give you an opportunity to talk about the lost relationship with all of its ups and downs. Working through the many feelings surrounding the death of a loved one is crucial. It is important to know that no matter how badly we feel, we can overcome the grief and go on to live full and happy lives again. Some medication, prescribed by a medical doctor, may be helpful in this kind of situation.
If your distress is persistent and is disrupting your life and your ability to carry on basic functions get help! Don't keep yourself isolated and alone with your pain.

THINGS TO REMEMBER
Do: 

· Talk to others who have experienced loss. 
· Speak of the meaning of the loss to you, the ways in which you will miss the deceased. 
· Seek support directly from those that are able to give it. A hug may be important. 
· Stay with a routine, stick to a schedule, even if you feel you are just going through the motions. 
· Recognize the feelings for what they are rather than why they are. Knowing what the feeling is can help in dealing with it. 
· Use writing, art, and music to express your feelings and thoughts. 
· Be forgiving and patient with yourself. It is all right to make mistakes or lose your concentration. 
· Be good to yourself. Take the rest you need, the walk you enjoy, the gift you would like. 
· Give yourself time. Time does heal, but how long it takes is an individual thing. 
· Seek guidance from a source that can offer you both wisdom and empathy. 
Do not: 

· Try to make major life decisions too quickly. 
· Numb your pain with depressive chemicals such as alcohol or other drugs. 
· Deny your feelings. 
· Isolate or hide out from yourself and others 
· Expect every day to get better. Accept ups and downs. 
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