
‘I’d never had a serious loss before and I thought grief was basically lots of crying which peaked at the 
funeral and then you ‘got over it’ and ‘moved on’.  I wasn’t prepared for the utter emotional, physical, and 
mental chaos that it was. I wasn’t prepared for all the other emotions that came with it – the guilt, the 
anger, the fear.’ (Annie)

Grief is our response to loss. It is the normal, natural and inevitable response to loss, and it can affect every part of our life, 
including our thoughts, behaviours, beliefs, feelings, physical health and our relationships with others.

With the support of family and friends, many people adapt to loss well and may not experience intense and persistent feelings; 
however, for some, the experience of grief can be overwhelming and further support may be helpful.

Common grief responses
After a death, we may experience a range of intense feelings, such as sadness, anger, anxiety, disbelief, panic, relief, 
irritability or numbness. Grief can also affect our thinking. We may think we will never get over this, or that we are going crazy. 
Sometimes grief can also cause difficulty in sleeping and physical symptoms such as headaches, nausea, aches and pains. 
If physical symptoms persist, check with your GP to exclude other causes.

Grief is an individual experience
Everyone grieves in their own way. Your grief is unique to you, and as long as you are not causing harm to yourself or those 
around you, there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ ways to grieve.

We do not always know how people are grieving simply by what we see. Some people are open and expressive with their 
grief, crying, and wanting to talk, whilst others are more private, may be reluctant to talk and prefer to keep busy. Other 
factors, such as culture, gender and belief systems can also influence the ways that people grieve. Grief is individual and 
personal, and it’s important to respect each other’s way of grieving, even if we don’t necessarily understand it.

Life grows around grief
It is a common myth that people ‘get over’ grief. The reality is, a part of us will always grieve the loss of our loved one. With 
time, the pain will lessen, but the sorrow we feel will always be a part of us. When people grieve they are coming to terms with 
what has changed in their lives. There is no ‘return to normal’; rather, we have to learn to live around a new kind of normal – 
re-learning the world and re-learning ourselves within it. 

Grief doesn’t have a timeline
Grief can be triggered at any time, and it’s not unusual for grief to be felt over an extended period of time. It’s okay to admit 
you are struggling with your grief, whether it be weeks, months, years or even decades after the death.
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Looking after yourself
When grieving, or supporting someone who is grieving, it can be all too easy to neglect our own needs. Taking the time to 
look after yourself, however, can make a big difference in your ability to function on a day-to-day basis, especially in the longer 
term. Below are some suggestions about how to get through some of the difficult times. 

Privately and personally
•	 Try to delay major decisions that cannot be reversed for 6–12 months, e.g. disposing of belongings. 

•	 Keep a diary or journal.

•	 Create a memorial – do or make something to honour your loved one.

•	 Develop your own rituals, e.g. light a candle, listen to special music, make a special place to think.

•	 Allow yourself to express your thoughts and feelings privately. Write a letter or a poem, draw, collect photos, cry etc.

•	 Exercise – do something to use pent-up energy, e.g. walking, swimming, cycling, gardening.

•	 Draw on your religious or spiritual beliefs and practices.

•	 Explore other people’s experiences through books, movies, articles, etc.

•	 Do things that are relaxing and soothing.

•	 Some holistic or self-care ideas that may assist include meditation, distractions, relaxation and massage.

•	 To help with sleeplessness: exercise, limit alcohol and caffeine and try to maintain a routine, especially around 
bedtime.

With other people
•	 Sharing with other people can reduce the sense of isolation and loneliness that comes with grief.

•	 Allow people to help you; don’t be embarrassed to accept their help. You will be able to help someone else at another 
time. It is your turn now.

•	 Talk to family and friends; sharing memories and stories, thoughts and feelings can be comforting and strengthen your 
connection with your loved one.

•	 Consider joining a support group to share with others who have had similar experiences.

•	 Take opportunities to join in public ceremonies where you can be private, yet part of a larger group.

•	 Use rituals and customs that are meaningful to you.

•	 Talk with a counsellor to focus on your unique situation, to find support and comfort, and to find other ways to manage, 
especially when your life or your grief seems to be complicated and particularly difficult.

When to seek further help
Although grief can be very painful, most people (85–90%) find that with the support of their family and friends and their own 
resources, they gradually find ways to learn to live with their loss and do not need to seek professional help.

Sometimes however, the circumstances of the death may have been particularly distressing, such as a traumatic or sudden 
death, or there may be circumstances in your life which make your grief particularly acute or complicated. If you are finding it 
difficult to manage on a day-to-day basis, it may be helpful to see a counsellor or other health professional. It’s okay to admit 
you are struggling with your grief. No-one will think any less of you if you ask for help along the way.
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The Stages of Grief 
A Normal Life Process 

At some point in our lives, each of us faces the loss of someone or something dear to us. The grief that 
follows such a loss can seem unbearable, but grief is actually a healing process. Grief is the emotional 
suffering we feel after a loss of some kind. The death of a loved one, loss of a limb, even intense 
disappointment can cause grief. Dr. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross has named 5 stages of grief people go through 
following a serious loss. Sometimes people get stuck in one of the first four stages. Their lives can be 
painful until they move to the fifth stage, acceptance.  

Five Stages of Grief 

1. Denial and Isolation. At first, we tend to deny the loss has taken place, and may withdraw from 
our usual social contacts. This stage may last a few moments, or longer. 

2. Anger. The grieving person may then be furious: at the person who inflicted the hurt (even if 
they’re dead), or at the world, for letting it happen. They may be angry with themselves for 
letting the event take place, even if realistically, nothing could have stopped it.  

3. Bargaining. Now the grieving person may make bargains with God, asking, “If I do this, will you 
take away the loss?” 

4. Depression. This person feels numb, although anger and sadness may remain underneath. 
5. Acceptance. This is when anger, sadness, and mourning have tapered off. The person simply 

accepts the reality of the loss.  

Grief and Stress 

During grief, it is common to have many conflicting feelings. Sorrow, anger, loneliness, sadness, shame, 
anxiety, and guilt often accompany serious losses. Having so many strong feelings can be very stressful. 
Yet denying the feelings, and failing to work through the five stages of grief, is harder on the body and 
mind than going through them. When people suggest, “looking on the bright side,” or other ways of 
cutting off difficult feelings, the grieving person may feel pressured to hide or deny these emotions. 
Then it will take longer for healing to take place.  

Recovering from Grief 

Grieving and its stresses pass more quickly, with good self-care habits. It helps to have a close circle of 
family or friends. It also helps to eat a balanced diet, drink enough non-alcoholic fluids, get exercise, and 
rest. Many people are unprepared for grief, since so often, tragedy strikes suddenly and without 
warning. If good self-care habits are always practiced, it helps the person to deal with the pain and 
shock of loss until acceptance is reached.  
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