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Grief and Loss

Grief and Mourning

Griefis our natural and emotional response to a loss. Though often used interchangeably in society, grief
and mourning hold different meanings. Grief includes the internal feelings and emotions of loss that
naturally occur when we experience a loss. Mourning is the outward expressions of those emotions. In the
process of grief, it is healthy to mourn outwardly and vocalize or express our grief process in a supportive
environment. The feelings of grief will come naturally but mourning takes a conscious effort. Grief is a
universal experience, but your personal grief journey is unique just as you are a unique individual. This
handout provides an overview of grief and mourning, common feelings associated with loss, expectations
of grief, and some tips for coping with a loss.

What is loss?

The feeling of loss can come from the experiences of the death of a loved one, a divorce or ending of a
relationship, the loss of an opportunity or of future hopes. There are also secondary losses that occur
because of a loss. Below are some common secondary losses.

e Loss of identity, loss of financial security, loss of security, loss of faith, loss of hope, loss of
relationships, loss of purpose, loss of role, loss of community/friends/family, loss of confidence

Common Feelings Associated with Loss

Though your grief process is unique to you, there are experiences that are common among those
experiencing grief. The following feelings are common, but do not have the expectation that you have to
feel all these emotions to validate your experience. The feelings that you feel are all valid feelings of grief.

e Feelings of shock, numbness, denial, disorientation, dissociation, confusion, forgetfulness

e Sadness, sorrow, guilt, regret, feeling/seeing the presence of your loved one, directionless

e Anger, blame, resentment, protest, anxiety, fluctuating mood, “grief bursts” or expression of extreme
grief, desire for isolation, other feelings that are out of your day-to-day feelings

¢ Physical symptoms: exhaustion, stress, trouble sleeping, changes in appetite, low energy,

Expectations and the Realities of Grief

After the loss of a loved one, there is internal and external pressure to process the loss in specific ways.
Some people expect those who have experienced a loss to be over the loss in a specific time frame; a
month or a year, etc. Grief, however, does not follow a timeline. Grief softens and gets easier with time and
with active grief work. Active grief work is the process of leaning into the pain, expressing your feelings of
loss in a healthy and meaningful way, memorializing your loved ones, and getting support from others
throughout the process.

e During this time, give yourself grace and patience as you work through the loss.

e Grief and mourning impacts you on spiritual, social, cognitive, emotional, and physical levels

¢ You will not always feel this bad

e Thereis no timeline for processing a loss

e There is not a specific order to which you must process the loss

e Thereis no "getting over grief” as the loss will be with you for life. Grief does, however, gets softer
and your life grows around the grief and will continue to move forward



Coping with Grief

We are taught to take our hand away from a hot stove to not cause ourselves further pain. With grief,
however, the opposite is needed. To move to a place of healing one must lean into the pain of the loss. The
earlier we allow ourselves to do this, the more we allow ourselves to heal. Leaning into the pain can look

like:

e Allowing yourself to cry, scream, be angry, be disappointed, etc.

e Honor your experience by validating your feelings and experience

e Speak to supportive individuals about your feelings of loss

e Journaling or drawing thoughts and feelings

e Speak to a professional counselor to process your grief

e Attending a support group or grief education workshop

e Practice gratitude: We know that it probably does not feel right to feel grateful after the loss of a
loved one, however, practicing gratitude improves mental health, reduces anxiety, and helps those
experiencing loss navigate difficult emotions

e Practice remembrance and memorialize your loved one

o Examples: Make their favorite meal, do a project in memory of them, put up photos of them

When Grief Becomes Too Much

You have normal grief if you....

You may clinically depressed if
you....

Respond to comfort and
support.

Do not accept support.

Are often openly angry.

Are irritable and complain but
do not directly express anger.

Relate your depressed feelings
to the loss experience.

Do not relate your feelings of
depression to a particular life
event.

Can still experience moments
of enjoyment in life.

Exhibit an all-pervading sense
of doom.

Exhibit feelings of sadness and
emptiness.

Project a sense of
hopelessness and chronic
emptiness.

May have transient physical
complaints.

Have chronic physical
complaints.

Express guilt over some
specific aspect of the loss.

Have generalized feelings of
guilt.

Feel a temporary loss of self-
esteem.

Feel a deep and ongoing loss
of self-esteem.

There may come a point where your
grief is too much. You may feel that
you cannot carry the weight of it any
longer. This is the moment that you
must remember that you do not
have to go through this loss alone.

Please consider seeking medical
advice from your medical provider if
you suspect you may be having
emotions closely related to
depression. The good news is that
depression can be treated! We
encourage you to always take
inventory of the many different
behaviors and emotions that naturally
will come alongside the grief
experience.

If you need immediate support with
your grief, please call or text 988 or
contact the Northern Idaho Crisis
Center (208-625-4884) for support.

Excerpted from Understanding Your Grief Ten Essential Touchstones for Find Hope and Healing Your Heart. Companion Press, 2003.



