
 

 
 

Anticipatory Grief 
 

Anticipatory Grief is what we call the feelings of grief that we feel before the death of a loved one. This is an 
anticipation of the loss of the life of your loved one, the grief that you are feeling now, and the grief that 
follows the loss of your loved one. Though there is no way to prepare for the loss of a loved one, you still 
can feel the anxiety and grief that comes with the decline of a loved one. Remember, feeling anticipatory 
grief does not mean that you will not feel grief after the death of a loved one and that it is also normal not to 
feel anticipatory grief at all.  

Grieving the Former Self 

When you are caring for a loved one who has a terminal illness, they often decline in more just a physical or 
cognitive way. A lot of times, it feels that the person that we love is slowly slipping away and we feel that 
they are losing those parts that made them who they are. Below are some common feelings of loss that we 
can notice or feel as our loved ones decline. 

 Loss of cognitive abilities 
 Loss of physical abilities 
 Loss of memories/future 
 Loss of identity/recognition 
 Loss of independence 

Symptoms/Feelings Associated with Anticipatory Grief 

 Rehearing the death in your head: A natural process that the brain does to try and prepare you for 
the loss 

 Feeling that the loved one is “already gone” 
 Guilt for wishing for it to end: You may also feel relief when your loved one does pass. It is normal to 

not want your loved one to be suffering 
 Dread, sadness, anger, exhaustion, anxiety, stress, forgetfulness 

Ways of Coping 

 Talking with your social support: Have open communication with other loved ones or professional 
help about what you are experiencing. This could include friends, family, mental health professionals, 
a religious organization, volunteers, or a support group.  

 Journaling or creative expression: Write down/draw/create what you are feeling to help you process 
 Allow yourself to cry, scream into a pillow, Example: put some safety goggles on and break some 

cheap plates in a plastic bag to let some anger out 
 Remind yourself of the areas that you are doing well and what you are grateful for  
 Create safe outlets for your stress: Example: Take 5 minutes to close your eyes and breathe deeply 

Building a Toolbox 

 Validation: Your anticipatory grief is real and valid, and your experience is valid! 
 Continue to make memories: With the time that you have with your loved ones, continue to make 

memories. Get creative in how you can involve them in activities that they used to enjoy.  
 Support System: Reach out for help from your support system. Think of specific things that you need 

help with—Transportation, someone to talk with, advice, etc.—and ask for help in those areas 


