Grief, Loss, and Complicated Mourning

     Perhaps no experience in life is as deeply profound as grief and loss.  It is one experience that therapists and client alike share because part of the human experience is an encounter with grief.  This is an issue that has received great attention since Elizabeth Kubler-Ross’s book “On Death and Dying” was published; however, it continues to be largely misunderstood by many.  A clearer understanding of grief and loss issues can assist the person who  experiences a grief reaction to understand and work through their feelings related to grief.
     There are two distinct types of grief reactions that are experienced when a loss occurs.  These are: primary and secondary responses.  Primary grief is the actual death or deaths of a person or persons.  These often include a wake and funeral service or some type of ceremony to commemorate the deceased and support the family who struggle to understand the loss.

     Secondary grief is a loss where a death has not taken place.  These include: divorce, degenerative medical conditions, loss of a job, loss of close friendships, cut-offs from significant relatives, loss of physical functioning due to an accident or trauma and other similar non-death losses. 

     Common signs of a grief response fall into four categories: physical, emotional, cognitive/spiritual, and behavioral.  Physical signs may include: gastric-intestinal distress, weight loss/gain, fatigue, restlessness, headaches, chest pain, dry mouth and startle responses.  Emotional signs may include: shock, emotional numbness, sadness, anger, resentment, guilt, anxiety, helplessness and agitation.  Cognitive/spiritual responses include: disbelief, confusion, memory/concentration problems, rumination about the deceased, idealization of  the deceased, nightmares, anger at God, anger at medical professionals and feelings of meaninglessness.  Behavioral signs may include: sleep disturbance, changes in appetite, crying spells, withdrawal from others, avoidance of reminders of the deceased, increased use of alcohol/drugs, and experiencing difficulty with separation from loved ones.  Many people will make an appointment with their medical doctor to evaluate these symptoms;  however, often these symptoms have roots in emotional distress due to grief.  In fact, a recent study by the  American Medical Association suggested that a full one third of all cases referred to gastroenterologists can be treated by a therapist and one third of those are linked to unresolved grief reactions.
     The most challenging type of grief response is complicated mourning.  This is defined as absent, delayed or avoided grief.  This phenomenon stems from factors that influence a person’s capacity to participate in the grief process.  Factors such as: previous loss history, previous mental health history, personality variables, cultural influences, absence of a spiritual frame of reference for the loss, relationship with the deceased and the role played in the family can contribute to complicated mourning.  Many times over my years as a therapist I have heard the following, “I couldn’t grieve, I had to be strong for everyone else,” or “ I can’t allow myself to feel, because to do that would open the door for all of the other previous losses in my life.”  These factors can have a profound negative effect on how a person engages in the grieving process.

     A therapist that has training in the area of grief and loss can evaluate and assist the client to begin the process of resolution.  Careful assessment should be made to determine if the grief response is an appropriate response to loss or a complicated grief reaction.  Complicated grief that is unaddressed can evolve into clinical depression and may best be treated with a combination of psychotherapy and medication.  A simple grief response is not typically treated with medication and one could run the risk of masking feelings and prolonging the process of grief resolution.  Grief work can be the foundation for meaningful change that includes overcoming loss and experiencing both personal and spiritual growth.
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