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Uncomplicated Grief 
Grief and loss are part of life and is experienced by most 
of us at some point in life. People deal with grief in many 
different ways, and not necessarily going through a 
predictable group of ‘stages,’ although some do.  
 

How people grieve can depend on the circumstances of 
the loss (e.g., sudden death, long illness, death of a young 
person) as well as past experiences of loss. There is no 
time limit on grief - some people get back to their usual 
routine fairly quickly, others take longer. Some people 
prefer time alone to grieve, others crave the support and 
company of others.  
 

Below are just some of the range of experiences which 
can be part of uncomplicated grief: 
• Symptoms of depression or anxiety, such as poor sleep, 

lowered appetite, low mood, feeling of anxiety - for 
some people the anxiety will be more obvious, for 
others the depression. 

• A sense of the loss not quite being ‘real’ at first, or 
refusal to believe it has occurred 

• Feeling disconnected from others, sense of numbness 
• Guilt about not initially feeling pain about the loss 
• Worries about not grieving ‘normally’ or ‘correctly’ 
• Mood swings and tearfulness 
• Guilt about interactions with the person who has died 

(e.g. I should have spent more time with her or I wish we 
didn’t have that argument) 

• Waves of sadness or anger which can be overwhelming 
and sometimes suddenly triggered by reminders 

• Seeking reminders of the person who has died, e.g. 
being in their home or with their belongings, or 
perhaps at times even feeling you see or hear the 
deceased person 

• Guilt about gradually getting back to ‘normal’ life and at 
times not ‘remembering’ to feel sad 

 
Coping with Uncomplicated Grief 
Most people going through the pain described above will 
eventually adjust to the loss and return to normal life, 
although of course carrying some sadness about the loss. 
Most people do not require medication or counselling to 
manage uncomplicated grief, and should simply be 

supported to go through their individual grief 
process. It is important to maintain a healthy 
diet and some physical activity during this time. 
Some people may find it helpful to engage in 
counselling or to attend groups with others who 
have suffered a recent loss. 
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Complicated Grief 
Complicated grief is a general term for 
describing when people adjust poorly 
to a loss. This is very difficult to 
define, as there is no standard 
which limits what is normal or 
healthy grief. 
 

Below are some warning signs which may suggest that a 
person is not coping well with grief and may be at a greater 
risk of the grieving process taking longer to resolve or 
being more difficult: 
• Pushing away painful feelings or avoiding the grieving 

process entirely 
• Excessive avoidance of talking about or reminders of the 

person who has died 
• Refusal to attend the funeral 
• Using distracting tasks to avoid experiencing grief, 

including tasks associated with planning the funeral 
• Abuse of alcohol or other drugs (including prescription) 
• Increased physical complaints or illness 
• Intense mood swings or isolation which do not resolve 

within 1-2 months of the loss 
• Ongoing neglect of self-care and responsibilities 
 

Again, it is important to emphasise that there are no ‘rules 
for grieving’ and that many of the items above may occur as 
part of uncomplicated grief. However, people who are 
coping very poorly one month after a loss may continue to 
cope poorly 1-2 years later, so if these warning signs are 
present then it is often worthwhile seeking some help early 
on, to increase the chances of adjusting in the long term. 
 
Coping with Complicated Grief 
Psychological therapy can support people to safely explore 
feelings of grief and connect with painful feelings and 
memories, paving the way for resolution. Therapy may also 
support people to use strategies such as relaxation, 
engaging in positive activities, and challenging negative 
thoughts, in order to combat the associated symptoms of 
anxiety and depression. 
 

Antidepressant medication may also be used to alleviate 
depression associated with grief, and this can be useful in 
conjunction with psychological strategies. 
Tranquilizing medications can interfere with the 
natural grieving process. 
 

Although early help is recommended, health 
professionals are able to support people to 
work through complicated grief even years after 
the loss. 
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Stages of Grief and Mourning 
 
Whatever your relationship, you and everyone around you will be going through a period of mourning 
that can last a year or more. Accepting grief as a normal reaction to a death of someone close to you is 
the first stage in healing. What your grief is like will depend on your personality and the relationship that 
you had with the person who has died. You may experience a sense of loss, despair or despondency. All 
of these can be normal reactions, and they will take some time to run their course. 
 
STAGES OF GRIEF 
Grief and mourning follow a fairly predictable cycle, although the time you spend in each stage and how 
each affects you will vary. 
 
IMMEDIATE EFFECTS: Your first reaction to a death may be denial, disbelief and shock; you might be 
unable to accept the death, or unable to understand it. You may become disoriented, unusually distant or 
hyperactive. You may also be unable to sleep and—because your immune system weakens during 
grief—physically sick. All of these reactions, and combinations of them, are normal. 
 
CONTINUING PAIN AND ANGER: In the weeks and months after the death, you may still be unable to 
resume everything that you were doing before the death. It may take a while before you feel entirely 
yourself. Try to avoid taking on unnecessary stress or activities during this time; though the rest of the 
world might expect you to be back on your feet, you are still recovering. 
 
LETTING GO: During this stage, the acute pain of the loss is gone, although you may still feel some 
numbness and depression. At this time, you begin to say good-bye to your loved one, accepting that they 
are gone. 
 
MOVING FORWARD: Finally, life begins to return to normal; your grieving process is done, and you can 
move on. You will still have memories of your loved one, but you will feel sorrow only occasionally. 
 
GROWTH 
Grief is not an entirely negative process; in fact, you and your family may grow during the grieving 
process in ways that you could not have predicted. Here are a few ways that you and your family might 
grow: 
 

1. Your family structure may change. 
 

2. You may experience an increased sense of independence. 
 

3. You will begin to confront your own mortality. 
 

4. Being relieved of caregiving duties will give you more time and energy. 
 

5. Experiencing the death may help you to reevaluate your priorities. 
 
Children and Grief 
Prepare your children by giving them consistent loving care and support. Make sure your child doesn’t 
feel at fault. Explain your spiritual beliefs about the cycle of life and death in simple words. Giving them 
words to use in talking about death is a first step to helping them understand. The most important thing 
for a young child to know is that someone will always be there to take care of them. You should also 
explain the ways that your family or community grieves. Is there a funeral, a wake, a celebration of life? 
Children are comforted in knowing how they fit into the routines and customs. 
 
Children should not be shielded from the sad feelings of grieving adults. It is important for your child to 
know you are sad, but if you are unable to attend to your child’s needs because of that sadness, seek 
professional help for both of you. 
 



Strategies to Move Ahead 
 
After the loss of a loved one, moving ahead with your own life and that of your immediate family is 
inevitable. This moving ahead can be difficult, but it is the natural progression of life. People change, 
circumstances change and life goes on. There are, however, coping strategies that can make this natural 
progression easier. 
 
Remember and Honor 
Remembering, honoring and celebrating the deceased person’s life is a good first step in moving ahead. 
This process recognizes your elder for what he or she gave to your life and the lives of those around you, 
and honors those contributions. It is also a recognition that, despite the fact that the person is gone, he 
or she lives on in memory. 
 
Reconcile Past Conflicts 
If your elder died before you had a chance to reconcile conflicts, disagreements or other negative 
emotions, you’ll need to reconcile these on your own now. Try to work through the problems, forgiving 
both your elder and yourself for failings or stubbornness, and accepting that you did everything that you 
could, given the circumstances. It won’t do you any good to harbor anxiety or frustration about your 
relationship with your deceased elder; try to accept, forgive and move on as much as possible. 
 
Accept Change 
Change can be frightening, but it can also be healthy. After your elder dies, you’ll need to accept that 
both you and those around you will change. Relationships will change, as will patterns of behavior. Try to 
accept these changes as normal and expected, working with people as they are now and not how they 
once were. 
 
Commit to the Living 
The living—your own children, your spouse, your other relatives, your friends—need you now. Commit 
your life to them, and to yourself. Consider what they need. Especially if you spent the last months or 
years committed as a caregiver for your elderly relative, your family may now welcome you back and feel 
the need to make up for lost time. Rejoice in new births, in the accomplishments of your children, 
spouse, and siblings and—most of all—commit to taking care of yourself. 
 
Plan for the Future 
After going through a grieving process for your elder, your priorities may have shifted. You may decide in 
the future to spend more time with your family. Or you may decide to change your career, take up new 
hobbies, reorganize your finances. These plans for the future are healthy and can help you regain a 
sense of your life and your purpose. 
 
Rejoice in the living as a way to cope with the loss of a loved one. 
 
Keep Memories Alive 
Celebrating your elder’s life can mean keeping the memories of that life alive—through photos, writing 
and even telling stories. These can be particularly valuable for children who may be too young to 
remember much about their elderly relative. You might want to work on a special memory album of your 
deceased relative, including photos, mementoes, newspaper clippings and awards. This album will be 
valuable for generations to come. There are mini-courses or computer programs that can help you do 
this. Celebrate a deceased loved one’s life by creating a special memory album that includes photos, 
mementoes, newspaper clippings and awards. 
 
 
 
	  


