Complicated Grief

IDENTIFY COMPLICATED GRIEF AND REFER TO PROFESSIONAL HELP

CLUES POINTING TO COMPLICATED GRIEF:

The person cannot speak of the deceased without experiencing intense and fresh grief.

Some relatively minor event triggers off an intense grief reaction.

Themes of loss keep coming up.

The person who has sustained the loss is unwilling to move material possessions belonging to the deceased.

The person develops physical symptoms like those the deceased experienced before death.

Those who make radical changes in their lifestyle following a death or who exclude from their life friends, family members, and/or activities associated with the deceased.

A person has a long history of depression often earmarked by persistent guilt and lowered 

self—esteem.

A compulsion to imitate the dead person, particularly if the person has no conscious desire nor competence for the same behavior, comes from the need to compensate for the loss by identifying oneself with the deceased.

Self—destructive behavior might be stimulated by unresolved grief.

Unaccountable sadness occurring at a certain time each year can also be a clue to unresolved grief. This feeling may occur around times that were shared with the deceased, such as holidays and anniversaries.  

A phobia about illness or about death is often related to the specific illness that took the deceased.

If a person has suffered significant loss, always ask them what it was like for them at the time of that loss. If they avoided visiting the gravesite or participating in death—related rituals or activities, they may be harboring unresolved grief.

HOW TO IDENTIFY COMPLICATED GRIEF.
The “At Risk Widow” — “The woman who will not handle bereavement well tends to be young, with children living at home and no close relatives nearby to help form a supportive network. She is timid and clinging and was overly dependent on her husband, or had ambivalent feelings about their relationship, and her cultural and familial back​ground prevents her from expressing her feelings.” (Worden, p.38)

The “At Risk Person”  
     
    a)  Level of yearning: 3 - 4 weeks past bereavement — high.

          b)  Desire for one’s own death in the first months following the loss— present.

          c)  Length of terminal illness for the deceased — brief.

          d) Social class of the family — lower.

          e) Anger: 3 - 4 weeks following the death — high.

          f)  Self—reproach at the first month assessment 

Chronic grief reaction — one which is prolonged, is excessive in duration and never comes to a satisfactory conclusion. Person feels “unfinished” several years later.

Delayed grief reaction ~— inhibited, suppressed or postponed grief reactions. At a future date person may experience the symptoms of grief over some subsequent loss, but the intensity of his/her grieving seems excessive.

Exaggerated grief reaction — unusually exaggerated grief response; person may develop a phobia, for example. Often the phobia is centered around the death. This response involves the intensification of a normal grief reaction to the extent that the person feels overwhelmed and resorts to maladaptive behavior.

Masked grief reaction — the person experiences symptoms and behaviors which cause them difficulty but s/he does not see or recognize the fact that these are related to the loss. Masked or repressed grief generally turns up in one of two ways: either it is masked as a physical symptom or it is masked through some type of aberrant or maladaptive behavior.

HOW TO KNOW WHEN GRIEF IS FINISHED
- No ready answer.

- Benchmark — when the person is able to think about the deceased without pain (crying,  tightness in chest, etc.)

-Time Line — important points along the way — 1, 3, 6, 9, 12-month points; anniversaries, holidays, birthdays.

-Grief is a long—term process — usually begins to abate after one year, but stability may take 2, 3, 4 years longer.

PERSONAL DEATH AWARENESS – YOUR OWN GRIEF
- The experience of bereavement in others may also touch you personally in at least 

three ways:

1.   Working with the bereaved may make us aware, sometimes painfully so, of our own losses. If this loss is not adequately resolved, it can be an impediment to a meaningful and helpful intervention.

2.   A second area where grief may get in the way is in terms of your own feared losses.

3.   Your own personal death awareness — this awareness can make you more effective as a grief counselor.

- The type of person you will find difficult is usually related to your own area of unresolved conflict.

- It is important to know your limitations and when to refer.

