
G rief is a normal response to

loss.  It can be the loss of a home, job,

marriage or a loved one.  Often the most

painful loss is the death of a person you love,

whether from a long illness or from an

accident or an act of violence.

This guide will help you understand the

grief you or others may feel after a death,

whether sudden or anticipated.   We hope this

guide will help you realize that these feelings

are not unusual and that things can get better.

You are not alone.
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Grief is painful and at times the pain

seems unbearable.  It is a combination of

many emotions that come and go, some-

times without warning.  Grieving is the

period during which we actively experi-

ence these emotions. How long and how

difficult the grieving period is depends on

the relationship with the person who dies,

the circumstances of the death, and the

situation of the survivors. The length of

time people grieve can be weeks, months,

and even years. One thing is certain: grief

does not follow a timetable, but it does

ease over time.

Because grief is so painful, some people

try to “get over” a loss by denying the

pain.  Studies show that when people

don’t deal with the emotions of grief, the

pain does not go away.  It remains with

them, and can turn up in unrecognizable

and sometimes destructive ways.  Under-

standing the emotions of grief and its

feeling and symptoms are important steps

in healing and in helping others who may

be grieving.

THE GRIEVING PROCESS
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Experts describe the process of grieving and

the emotions of grief in various ways. The

most commonly described reactions are:

Shock, Denial, Anger, Guilt, Depression, Acceptance, and

Growth.  Some people experience the griev-

ing process in this order.  Most often, a per-

son feels several of these emotions at the

same time, perhaps in different degrees.

Shock
If the death comes suddenly, as in an acci-

dent or murder, shock is often the first re-

sponse people feel.  Even if the death is

anticipated, there may be disbelief at its

finality.  A person may be numb, or, like a

robot, be able to go through the motions of

life while actually feeling little.  At the same

time, physical symptoms such as confusion

and loss of appetite are common.

Denial
Shock and denial are nature’s way of soften-

ing the immediate blow of death. Denial can

follow soon after the initial shock.   People

may know their loved one has died, but some

part of them can’t yet accept the reality of

the death.  It is not uncommon to fantasize

that the deceased will walk through the

door, as if nothing has happened.  Some

people leave bedrooms unchanged or make

future plans as if the loved one will partici-

pate, just as in the past.

THE FEELINGS AND
SYMPTOMS OF GRIEF
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Anger
Anger is normal.  It may be directed at the

deceased for leaving and causing a sense

of abandonment, or at the doctors and

nurses who did not do enough, or at a

murderer who killed without remorse.

People of faith may feel anger at God, for

allowing so much pain and anguish.  An-

ger may also be directed at oneself for not

saving the life of the loved one.  It can be

a mild feeling or a raging irrational emo-

tion.   It can test one’s faith in religion or

even in the goodness of life.

Guilt
Few survivors escape some feeling of guilt

and regret. “I should have done more” are

words that haunt many people.  Were an-

gry words exchanged?  Most people are

very creative in finding reasons for guilt

— so many things could have been done

differently “if only I had known.”

Sadness
Sadness is the most inevitable emotion of

grief.  It is normal to feel abandoned,

alone and afraid.  After the shock and de-

nial have passed and the anger has been

exhausted, sadness and even hopelessness

may set in.  A person may have little en-

ergy to do even the simplest daily chores.

Crying episodes may seem endless.
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Acceptance
Time alone will not heal grief.  Acknow-

ledging the loss and experiencing the pain

may free the survivor from a yearning to

return to the past.  Accepting life without

the lost loved one may give way to a new

perspective about the future.  Acceptance

does not mean forgetting, but rather using

the memories to create a new life without

the loved one.  Hoping for things to be as

they were may be replaced by a search for

new relationships and new activities.

Growth
Grief is a chance for personal growth.

For many people, it may eventually lead to

renewed energy to invest in new activities

and new relationships.  Some people seek

meaning in their loss and get involved in

causes or projects that help others.

Some people find a new compassion in

themselves as a result of the pain they

have suffered.  They may become more

sensitive to others, thus enabling richer

relationships.  Others find new strength

and independence they never knew they

had.  After the loss, they find new emo-

tional resources that had not been appar-

ent before.
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Grieving people have two choices: they

can avoid the pain and all the other emo-

tions associated with their loss and con-

tinue on, hoping to forget.  This is a risky

choice, since experience shows that grief,

when ignored, continues to cause pain.

The other choice is to recognize grieving

and seek healing and growth.  Getting

over a loss is slow, hard work.  In order for

growth to be possible, it is essential to

allow oneself to feel all the emotions that

arise, as painful as they may be, and to

treat oneself with patience and kindness.

Feel the Pain.
Give into it — even give it precedence

over other emotions and activities, be-

cause grief is a pain that will get in the

way later if it is ignored.  Realize that grief

has no time-table; it is cyclical, so expect

the emotions to come and go for weeks,

months or even years.  While a show of

strength is admirable, it does not serve the

need to express sadness, even when it

comes out at unexpected times and places.

Talk about  Your Sorrow.
Take the time to seek comfort from

friends who will listen. Let them know

you need to talk about your loss.  People

will understand, although they may not

know how to respond.  If they change the

subject, explain that you need to share

your memories and express your sorrow.

THE EXPERIENCE OF
GRIEF
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Forgive yourself
for all the things you believe you should

have said or done.  Also forgive yourself

for the anger and guilt and embarrassment

you may have felt while grieving.

Eat well and exercise.
Grief is exhausting.  To sustain your en-

ergy, be sure to maintain a balanced diet.

Exercise is also important in sustaining

energy, find a routine that suits you —

perhaps walks or bike rides with friends,

or in solitude.   Clear your mind and re-

fresh your body.

Indulge yourself.
Take naps, read a good book, listen to

your favorite music, get a manicure, go to

a ball game, rent a movie.  Do something

that is frivolous, distracting and that you

personally find comforting.

Prepare for holidays and anniversaries.
Many people feel especially “blue” during

these periods, and the anniversary date of

the death can be especially painful.  Even

if you think you’ve progressed, these dates

may bring back some of your painful

emotions. Make arrangements to be with

friends and family members with whom

you are comfortable. Plan activities that

give you an opportunity to mark the anni-

versary.
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Get Help.
Bereavement groups can help you recog-

nize your feelings and put them in per-

spective.  They can also help alleviate the

feeling that you are alone.  The experience

of sharing with others who are in a simi-

lar situation can be comforting and reas-

suring.  Sometimes, new friendships grow

through these groups —  even a whole

new social network that you did not have

before.

There are specialized groups for widowed

persons, for parents who have lost a child,

for victims of drunken drivers, etc.  There

are also groups that do not specialize.

Check with your local hospice or other

bereavement support groups for more

information.

If you find that you are in great distress or

in long-term depression, individual or

group therapy from a counselor who spe-

cializes in grief may be advisable.  You can

ask your doctor for a referral.

Take active steps to create a new life for yourself.
Give yourself as much time to grieve as

you need.  Once you find new energy,

begin to look for interesting things to do.

Take courses, donate time to a cause you

support, meet new people, or even find a

new job.
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It is often tempting to try to replace the

person who has been lost. Whether

through adoption, remarriage, or other

means; this form of reconciliation often

does not work.

Many people discover that there is hope

after death.  Death takes away, but grief

can give back.  It is possible to recover

from grief with new strengths and a new

direction.  By acting on our grief, we may

eventually find peace and purpose.
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You may know someone who has experi-

enced a loss. Many of us feel awkward

when someone dies, and don’t know what

to do or say. The suggestions below are

designed to help you help friends, family

and co-workers who are grieving.

Reach out to the grieving person.
Show your interest and share your caring

feelings.  Saying the wrong thing is better

than saying nothing at all.  At the same

time, avoid cliches like “It was God’s will,”

or “God never gives us more than we can

bear,” or  “At least she isn’t suffering.” Do

not say you know how it feels.  Do say you

are sorry and that you are available to

listen. Be prepared for emotional feelings

yourself. A death generates questions and

fears about our own mortality.

Listen.
Your greatest gift to a grieving person can

be your willingness to listen.  Ask about

the deceased. Allowing the person to talk

freely without fear of disapproval helps to

create healthy memories.  It is an impor-

tant part of healing. While you can’t re-

solve the grief, listening can help.

Ask how you can help.
Taking over a simple task at home or at

work is not only helpful, it also offers

reassurance that you care. Be specific in

your offer to do something and then fol-

low up with action.

HELPING THOSE IN
GRIEF
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Remember holidays and anniversaries.
These can be a very difficult time for those

who are in grief. Do not allow the person

to be isolated.  Remember to share your

home, yourself, or anything that may be

of comfort.

Suggest activities that you can do together.
Walking, biking or other exercises can be

an opportunity to talk, and a good source

of energy for a tired body and mind.

Help the grieving person find new activities and
friends.
Include grieving persons in your life.

Grieving people may require some en-

couragement to get back into social situa-

tions. Be persistent, but try not to press

them to participate before they are ready.

Pay attention to danger signs.
Signs that the grieving person is in distress

might include weight loss, substance

abuse, depression, prolonged sleep disor-

ders, physical problems, talk about sui-

cide, and lack of personal hygiene.

Observing these signs may mean the

grieving person needs professional help.

If you feel this is the case, a suggestion

from you (if you feel close enough to the

person), or from a trusted friend or family

member may be appropriate.  You might

also want to point out community re-

sources that may be helpful.
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Death can be a painful and permanent

loss experience, and one of the hardest
from which to recover.  Death takes
away, but facing it and grieving can re-

sult in peace, new strengths and
purpose.

The following related publications are also

available from the National Hospice Orga-

nization:

Grief in the Workplace: When a

Co-worker Is Ill or Dies

Grief in the Workplace: When a

Co-worker Suffers a Loss

Grief in the Workplace: A Guide for

Managers

Additional copies of this brochure are

available for sale through the NHO Store.

To order, please call 1-800-646-6460.

To receive written information about hos-

pice, or to be put in touch with a hospice

serving your community, call the National

Hospice Helpline at 1-800-658-8898.

This brochure was originally developed by the Hospice
Council of Metropolitan Washington.

Copyright 1996, National Hospice Organization,
Arlington, Virginia. All rights reserved.

Item Number: 713461

ISBN 0-931207-48-7
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