“WHEN SOMEBODY DIES”

REACTION TO GRIEF / THE GRIEVING PROCESS
(This article is based upon the work of Robin Cooper, author of “Young People and Loss – A Handbook for Schools” and used with the kind permission of his widow, Lucy Cooper)

Grief is the intense response to loss. The compulsory work of grieving, according to Freud, is mourning. This is inescapable and painful but has to be endured if the necessary adjustment is to be made to living life once again. 

There are discernible grief reactions displayed by those who grieve. Based on the findings of Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, many professionals have named the fundamental reactions as: 

· Denial 
 the refusal to accept what has happened.
 “This cannot be happening!”

· Anger 

 the random direction of highly charged emotion against 



 others.

· Bargaining 
 the making of agreements with self/others in order to 



reverse the situation.

· Depression 
the feeling of utter futility.
· Acceptance 
 the feeling that one can live now, positively, with memories 


of the past.

These well-known and acknowledged ‘grief reactions’ are often named ‘the five stages of grief’.  
However, from our shared experiences, we believe that grief, which is unique to every individual, is not simply an experience of moving through these named ‘stages’ but of moving forward in and out of these ‘experiences’, until with time, ‘acceptance’ or ‘adjustment’ comes along with the ability to live with the memories of the past. 
The reality is that life will never be the same again and ‘acceptance’ will only come with much adjustment.
Further to these five basic reactions, there are a number of common, accepted emotions which characterise grief:

Shock 


the feeling that such a thing is unreal.


Fear 


the feeling of apprehension about the present and the 




future.


Guilt 


 the irrational blaming of self.


Helplessness 
 
the feeling that there is no hope at all.


Despair 


 the feeling that there is little point in trying to go on 





with life.


Loneliness 

the feeling of being convinced nobody else feels the 




way you do.

Loss 


the pain filled days of memory


Hope 


the feeling, however fleeting, that the grief stage will 




pass.

The following offers an outline of the emotional turmoil often experienced.

Denial (Shock - Confusion – Disbelief - Guilt)
Denial is the immediate reaction to any sort of loss. It is an instinctive psychological defence the mind uses to drive away the pain or threat of loss. It produces numbness where everything seems unreal, which, in turn, leads to confusion. It is the inability to face the reality of the situation; a refusal to believe what has happened. 
Coupled with denial is often a sense of confusion where the bereaved young person may act irrationally. They may, for example, expect the person who has died to suddenly arrive home. They may think they hear familiar sounds such as a key turning in the door. 

In the short term this denial can be helpful in protecting the bereaved as they adapt to the confusion and immediacy of change. It can, however, be unhealthy if the response of denial continues indefinitely.
One of the most common reactions to grief is to blame oneself. Many young people blame themselves for not preventing the loss that causes them to grieve. They often also feel that they are blamed by others. The thought, “If only . . .” can be followed by an endless number of alternatives which were not at all plausible or possible. Guilt is a most distressing feeling that needs to be recognised and dealt with.

Anger (Fear and anxiety)
This anger is a deep seated rage over what has happened. Often mixed with the anger is resentment and even envy at what has happened. There is also a frustration that there is nothing that could be done to prevent what has happened. Anger is a normal reaction. It is not wrong to express anger in appropriate ways. It can be expressed in different ways, projected at random against anybody who is in the way, family, friends, teachers, and self because of guilty thoughts and self recriminations that often accompany a young person’s anger. Even God suffers such anger from those with religious beliefs.

Some children and young people fear for their own safety after the loss of a close friend or relative.  There is also a great fear that the loss they have suffered will be repeated. Another friend or the other parent may die and the pain will start all over again. 

Bargaining

This is a time when an attempt is made to exchange something willing to be given up for something wanted. An attempt is made to come to some agreement with anyone considered to be in charge of the situation. The child or young person tries to make agreements with self, others and for those with a religious faith, even God. “If I do well at school, then my Dad will come back” sums up this emotion. Such bargaining is doomed to fail.

Depression (Loneliness - Despair - Hopelessness – Helplessness)
There is a mistaken belief among many children and young people who are bereaved that they are the only ones who are experiencing such emotions. They are unaware that such emotions are common and are experienced by others. This leads to a loneliness and withdrawal from friends and family.

This is a feeling of utter powerlessness. The grief overwhelms the bereaved with waves of inadequacy, and despair. There is often a great struggle to come through this stage. “Nothing matters anymore” characterises this emotion.

Sometimes life for the grieving seems out of control and depression sets in. The bereaved person may become apathetic. They may take less interest in themselves or others around them. There is a lack of purpose. This can have a devastating effect on young people. There is a danger that escapism could be sought in alcohol, drugs or the internet as young people seek to obliterate the feelings of loneliness and helplessness in the face of what has happened. There is also the real possibility, in a minority of cases, of the bereaved seriously contemplating suicide as an answer to their pain.

Physical illness

It is not unusual for there to be a feeling of physical illness amongst those who grieve. Some young people go through a period of ill health after grief. The symptoms may be those of a cough or cold, choking sensations and breathlessness, head and stomach aches. There may be a loss of appetite as well as insomnia. Some young people may become very withdrawn.

Pain of Loss

When a young person has been bereaved through parental death or family relationship breakdown, there will be times when the pain of loss will be particularly sharp. These times of difficulty can be identified as:
1
The anniversary of a death

2
Birthdays 

3
Christmas

4
Holidays

5
Other special festivals such as Mothers’ or Fathers’ Day.

Many children will still want to send or make a card for the parent who has died. They may wish to mark such days with some ritual such as a visit to the graveyard or looking at photographs.

Acceptance or Adjustment (Hope) 

In the early days of the journey through grief it is hard to see a time in the future when the grief will not be there, preventing any chance of happiness. 
Most young people who go through the stages or phases of grief reach a time when they learn how to live with the loss they have experienced. They come to believe that they will be able to cope. It is a time when the present is no longer governed by the past but where there is a looking forward to the future. It is a time when the event of loss can be accepted without negative influence; still with feelings of loss but feelings that are positive. Life can be faced with renewed hope and optimism.

W. Worden has described four specific tasks that must be completed before acceptance or adjustment may be reached:
1
The reality of the loss must be accepted.

2
The pain of loss must be experienced.

3
The adjustment to an environment in which the missing person is no longer present must be made.

4
Appropriate ways must be found to remember the person who is no longer present.

It must be remembered that grief does not follow a strict time frame and the journey is not a smooth transition through various stages, ending with a time of acceptance or adjustment of what has happened. These stages or tasks can be revisited and experienced time after time. Some young people may remain in one of the stages for a considerable time.

1) The reality of the loss must be accepted.

When the death of a loved one occurs, it is a natural reaction for adults to express disbelief at the event. Such disbelief manifests itself in behaving at times as if the dead person is still present. Gradually the adult adjusts to the reality that the loved one has gone for ever.

Children, also, have to come to terms with this disbelief. They may spend a long time thinking the dead person will return. They have to be led to a realisation that death is final and irreversible. This is virtually impossible for children aged 0-5 (all ages indicated are for general guidance only) as they have little concept of the reality of death or that it is irreversible. The best way for children to be helped is to be told about the death and to talk about it using simple but appropriate language. Such conversations should be repeated often. 

A child who does not receive this sort of help may well lapse into times of fantasy where their perceived understanding of what has happened is more frightening than the reality of the situation.

2) The pain of loss must be experienced.

A whole range of emotions awaits the bereaved. These must be experienced as part of the grieving process. Children between 5-7 years old are a particularly vulnerable group. Their understanding of the permanency of death is not fully formed and they lack the necessary skills to deal with the full intensity of loss.

Nevertheless, they may well experience sadness, anger, guilt, yearning, loneliness, anxiety and other feelings associated with loss.

3) The adjustment to an environment in which the missing person is no longer present must be made.

It is inevitable that daily life and family routines will change following the death of a loved one. For a child, learning to live without a deceased parent may be extremely difficult. Adjustments have to be made to the loss of the role that the parent played. It is essential for the family to follow routines as much as possible so that a child may identify with daily life. Talking about the deceased may be of great value at this stage. Gradually the child will hopefully adjust to life without the loved one and learn new coping strategies.

4) Ways must be found to remember the person who is no longer present.
It is not true that the bereaved child or young person needs to “let go” of the person who is no longer present
The task facing the bereaved is not to let go of the relationship they enjoyed but to find new and appropriate ways in which to remember.
An increasing number of schools find that the age related structured programmes available from Rainbows Bereavement Support GB offer the most appropriate means of support. 
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