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Families and the Grief Process

Background

The experience of grief wears many facesfor children
and families whose lives are challenged by change,
turmoil, illness, death and/or the loss of hopes and
dreams. Grief isaprocess not easily acknowledged in
our society, particularly the grief of experiences other
thandeath. Y et grief isoftenanintegral part of mostlife
changes and experiences. Families who can acknow!-
edgetheir grief and learn healthy waysto expresstheir
pain can then free their emotional energiesto focuson
life and the challenges ahead. Grief that isnot allowed
ahealthy release frequently finds expression in anger,
child abuseand/or neglect, substance abuse, illnessand
sometimes by the sabotaging of another’ seffortsto help.

It isacommonplace in the bereavement literature that
unresolved grief can lead to difficulties coping with
any losses throughout life. Families in need of crisis
and respite care all struggle with feelings of loss. For
example, a mother who seeks out crisis nursery ser-
vices may also be in the process of divorce which
bringsitsown unique grief to the situation. Thefamily
of achild considered medically fragile who isin need
of respite care may experience a sense of loss over not
having a “healthy” or “perfect” child. Knowledge of
the process of grief and how to help individuals and
families cope with their loss experiences can be an
invaluable asset to crisis nurseries and respite care
programsand their service providers. By offeringindi-
vidualsandfamiliesopportunitiesto grievetheir losses
and acknowledging the hurt that accompanies those
losses, we offer them tools and strategies to cope with
the ongoing losses that are a part of everyone'slife.

What is Grief?

Grief isone sown personal experienceof loss. Mourn-
ing, on the other hand is “grief gone public.” It isthe
outward sharing and expression of the pain. Some-
timesitishel pful to makeadistinction betweenthetwo
in order to understand that there are some individuals
in our society who have “permission” to grieve but
cannot mourn. Society does not easily acknowledge
the grief of a parent whose child isborn with adisabil-

ity, parents who experience a miscarriage, families
where aloved oneisdiagnosed with alife-threatening
illness, families affected by AIDS, etc. Caregiverscan
be helpful to such familiesby labeling their experience
as one of grief and normalizing their pain and emo-
tions. Itisimportant toremember that al lossesneed to
be grieved in some way.

The Emotions of Grief

People experience the pain of grief with a variety of
emotional responseswhich include shock (“it can’t be
true”), denial (“the tests were wrong”), anger (“why
did sheget AIDS and not someoneelse?’), guilt (“why
did I smoke[or drink a cohol] during my pregnancy”),
fear (“will my other children die, too?"), exhaustion,
depression, confusion, and bargaining(“if only we
could have a miracle”). These are just a few of the
myriad of emotionspeopleingrief experience. Itisalso
important to understand that people experience these
emotionsinaroller-coaster fashion: sometimesfeeling
up and hopeful, other days feeling deeply depressed,
other days coasting along and feeling virtually no
emotion. All of these emotions are anormal part of the
grief and mourning process.

Healing Strategies for Helping Families
Grieve

It is important when working with anyone who is
grieving to do the following:

1. Become aware of your own personal issues
around grief. This means becoming aware of your
own fears, attitudes and beliefs about grief. For
example, if anindividual wereraisedto believethat
“Wedon't air our dirty laundry in public,” then that
individual may havedifficulty helpingafamily who
needsto vent and sharetheir pain openly and/or with
great emotion.

2. Acknowledgethefamily’sgrief. Label their expe-
rience as one of grief. Let them know they have a
right to have their feelings.
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3. Bethere. On€e's presence can be the greatest gift
given to agrieving individual. Sometimes holding
someone’s hand, offering a hug, or just acknowl-
edging, “This must be so hard for you,” can be
enough to support someone in their grief process.

4. Listen. Grieving people need to share their pain
with another personwho will not judgethem or give
them advice and suggestions. Listening to someone
tell their story over and over can often beaninvalu-
able gift to them in hel ping them sort through their
feelings and release their pain.

5. Offer “permission to grieve.” Teach grieving
familiesthat it isimportant to express the emotions
of grief, but that there are waysto express pain that
aremore healing than others. For example, anangry
parent can learn to express their anger through
physical activity such as yard work, tearing up old
phone books, writing letters, or screaming in a
pillow. The key is to help grieving people find
constructive ways to release their feelings of grief
rather than to take it out on others or themselves.

6. Help familiescreateamemory book. This might
include photos, drawings, funny things someone
said or did, etc. Thisisespecially helpful tofamilies
who have experienced a death.

7. Develop and encour age support groups. Support
groups give families a chance to share their pain
with others experiencing loss.

8. Children love, thereforethey grieve. Encourage
children to participate in al of the above sugges-
tions. By teaching children how to deal withthepain
of lossearlyinlife, wecanteachthemhowto grieve
the losses that are an inevitable part of their future
lives, losses such as moving, divorce, the break-up
of arelationship, or the death of afriend, loved one,
or pet. Children can draw picturesor writelettersto
an ill sibling as a way to express their love and
concern.

9. Encourage families to write letters to someone
who hasdied or isill. Frequently they can express
many unresolved emotionsinlettersthat need never
be sent. Writing aletter or noteto achild whoisin
acrisisnursery may offer aparent ahealing release
of feelings of frustration and despair.

Every grievingindividual or family can teach usabout
what they need fromusat thispainful timeintheirlives.
Grievingindividual scanal soremindusaboutwhat truly
isimportant and meaningful in our own lives.

Caring for Self

It is very important when working with individuals
who arein paintotake good care of oneself, physically
and emotionally. There are timeswhen care providers
can becometoo involved or attached to trying to “fix”
the problems their families face. This can deplete the
psychological energy needed to work effectively with
families who are experiencing grief. It is helpful to
realize that each of us have gifts to share with others,
such as the gifts of one's presence, understanding,
love, and concern. Becoming overly attached to how
others receive these gifts, sets us up for pain and
disappointment. It is also important to nurture oneself
on aregular basis by setting limits, treating oneself in
specia ways, and taking moments each day to renew,
relax and appreciate life.

When To Be Concerned

There are times when the grief experience can be
overwhelming and individuals and/or families may
need more extensive counseling and support. Cluesto
more complicated grief and mourning include;

= |ack of basic self-care

= unusua and alarming behavior patterns

= guicidal threats or attempts

= multiple losses that can be overwhelming
= severe withdrawal and/or depression

= substance abuse

= radical lifestyle changes

Summary

All losses need to be grieved: obviouslossesaswell as
symbolic losses, such asthe loss of hopes and dreams,
or the loss of what never will be. Since families who
seek out crisisnursery and respitecareservicesarea so
familiesexperiencing somekind of loss, knowledge of
the grief process, and how to assist someone in the
process, can enhance one' s effectiveness and sensitiv-
ity to familiesin need.
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About Lucy MacDonald: Counsellor, Author, Speaker

Lucy MacDonald, M.Ed., a Canadian author, has been a counselor in private
practice for the last five years and is certified with the Canadian Counselling
Association. Lucy has a Master of Education degree from McGill University with
an undergraduate degree in Psychology from Concordia University.

Counsellor in Private Practice

Lucy runs a private counselling and consulting practice and specializes in stress,
burnout, anger, grief, parenting issues, and divorce. You can contact Lucy at
514-426-7154 or by email at lucy@lucymacdonald.com

Keynote Speaker and Workshop Presenter: Work-Life Wellness

Lucy is an accomplished speaker, working in private industry, government,
academic and nonprofit organizations. Lucy’s clients include Kraft Canada,
Pfizer, Investors Group, McGill University and Concordia University. Lucy is
known for her engaging, dynamic and straightforward speaking style, along with
her sense of humor. For more information visit Lucy’s website
www.lucymacdonald.com

Author of Learn to be an Optimist

Lucy MacDonald is the internationally acclaimed author of Learn to be an
Optimist: A practical guide for achieving happiness. In Learn to be an Optimist,
a positive thinking self-help book, Lucy takes a practical and insightful approach
to helping you increase your optimism and suggests realistic ways to transform
daily living by developing a positive attitude.

Free Newsletter: Positive Perspectives

Sign up today and receive Lucy’s free newsletter Positive Perspectives - a free
monthly e-newsletter to help you develop a positive mental attitude so that you
can enjoy happiness, prosperity, and good health. Sign up at Lucy’s website
www.lucymacdonald.com. Positive Perspectives is read by people all over the
world — 27 countries and counting!

Visit Lucy’s website at www.lucymacdonald.com
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