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Common Grief Reactions in Adults 
 

This table lists experiences common to the first several months or more of the grief process.  Each 
person will experience a unique blend of symptoms and may not experience them all.  If any of 
these symptoms cause significant distress or health problems (complicated grief), a physician 
should be consulted promptly. 
 

 

Physical 
 
Pain 
Fatigue/exhaustion 
Low energy 
Sleep changes/disruption 
Appetite changes 
Shortness of breath 
Tight or heavy feeling in chest 
   (“heartache”) 
Feeling of tightness in throat 
Hollow feeling in stomach 
Stomach upset or pain 
Dry mouth 
Muscle tension or agitation 
Increased sensitivity to light, 
sound,  smells, or other stimuli 
Clumsiness 

 

Emotional 
 
Shock, numbness, emptiness 
Sadness, sorrow 
Loneliness, longing, yearning 
Anger, resentment 
Guilt, regret 
Fear, anxiety, insecurity 
Feeling helpless, out of control 
Relief  
Diminished self-concern 
Desire to join the deceased 
Feelings of betrayal, disloyalty 
Restlessness, listlessness, 
   irritability 
“Emotional roller coaster” 

 

Mental 
 
Denial, disbelief 
Confusion, disorientation 
Absentmindedness, forgetfulness 
Difficulty focusing/concentrating, 
   shortened attention span 
Low motivation 
Expecting to see or hear from 
   deceased 
Preoccupation with deceased and 
   story of the death, need to tell and 
   retell story 
Dreams or images of the deceased 
Thinking one sees, hears, smells 
   deceased 
Memories of past losses 

 

Social/Familial 
 
Isolation from others 
Withdrawing from social activities 
Diminished desire for conversation 
   and interaction 
Shifting roles in relationships 
New responsibilities 
Hiding/holding in grief out of desire 
   to “not burden others” 
Difficulty relating to old friends or 
   those who aren’t grieving 
Losing friends, making new friends 
 

 

Behavioral 
 
Crying (sometimes unexpectedly) 
Searching 
Carrying mementos or holding 
   onto deceased’s belongings 
Going to the grave, ash-scat- 
   tering site, or special places 
Making and keeping an altar 
Looking at photos or videos 
Listening to tapes of the 
   deceased 
Talking aloud to the deceased 
Avoiding situations that arouse 
   grief 
Staying busy to avoid emotion 
Assuming mannerisms of the 
   deceased 
 

 

Spiritual/Existential 
 
Questions about God, higher power, 
Affirming spiritual beliefs 
Doubting religion/spiritual beliefs 
Questions about the deceased: 
   Where are they now? 
   Are they all right? 
   Can they see me? 
   Will I see them again? 
Questions about mortality, afterlife: 
   What will happen when I die? 
   Is there a heaven/afterlife? 
Existential questions: 
   What is the meaning of my life? 
   Have I done/said/been enough? 
   What is my purpose now? 
Sensing the deceased’s presence, 
   smell, sounds in dreams or waking 
   life (sometimes called paranormal 
   or supernatural experiences) 
Awe, wonder, mystery 

 



 
 

Patterns of Grief 
 
 

Adapted from: Men Don’t Cry . . . Women Do: Transcending Gender Stereotypes of Grief, Martin, T. 
L. and Doka, K. J. 
 
There are a variety of ways in which people experience and express grief.  Typically, females have 
been labeled as Intuitive grievers while the Instrumental grieving style has been associated with a 
male’s response to loss.  This of course, is limiting to each gender as most human beings actually 
display a blended style of interpreting and adapting to loss. Therefore, each individual will fall 
somewhere between the endpoints of the continuum. 
 
Misunderstandings about different grieving styles can lead to relationship difficulties.  Couples benefit 
from knowing that differences in grieving responses depend on a wide variety of factors, are equally 
valid, and are not indicative of a greater love for the departed.  Look at the similarities and differences 
below in the two grieving styles.  Determine if one pattern fits your style better than the other.  Seek to 
understand and communicate your findings with your partner. 

 

 
 Instrumental                  Blended     Intuitive 

 
Instrumental 

 

 Thoughts are more dominant 
than emotions 

 Feelings are tempered 

 Grief is more of an intellectual 
activity 

 Energy is channeled into activity 

 Prefer to discuss problems 
rather than feelings 

 May view their adaptation to 
loss as a challenge instead of a 
threat 

 Additional features may include: 
confusion, disorientation, 
disorganized thought, difficulty 
concentrating, difficulty crying, 
often sit quietly, restlessness, 
rote behaviors, pacing, 
insomnia, muscular tension, 
more willing to express anger 
than other feelings 

 

 
 

Intuitive 
 

 Emotions are more dominant 
than thoughts 

 Grief consists primarily of 
profoundly painful feelings 

 Feelings are expressed though 
tears that range from weeping to 
sobbing to wailing 

 Tend to share feelings with 
others 

 May experience feelings directly 
or vicariously from listening to 
another’s expression of grief 

 Additional features may include: 
depressed mood, confusion, 
anxiety, loss of appetite, inability 
to concentrate, anger, irritability, 
fatigue, increased 
arousal/anxiety 

 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Tasks of Mourning 
 
 

The psychotherapist William Worden uses the word mourning to describe the active, effortful 
part of grief or the work.  He describes four main tasks of mourning. 
 
 
1. To accept the reality of the loss 
 

Long after our mind accepts the fact of death, our body and imagination go on living as if 
death did not occur.  We may hear the voice of the person who has died, feel their touch, 
see them in a familiar chair. We may buy special foods for them, or mentally recite 
stories to share with them.  Each time we fail to find them, we acknowledge a little more 
deeply the fact that they are gone and the hole that they have left in our lives.  This slow 
one-day-at-a-time work of acknowledging their absence is the first task of mourning. 

 
2. To process the pain of grief  
 

Enduring waves of sorrow, explosions of rage, stretches of bleak despair, restless 
searching, and questioning why are included in the second task of mourning.  When a 
person has been an important part of our lives for many years, the pain of losing them 
cannot be experienced all at once.  Even if our feelings for them were a mixture of love 
and hate, the years together leave their mark.  We may feel the pain of losing not only 
what we had, but what we never had as well. 
 

3. To adjust to a world without the deceased  
 

In a very real sense, we face a new and unfamiliar world.  We need to adjust, just as an 
immigrant needs to adjust to the language and culture of his new country.  We need to 
develop and get used to new routines, learn to handle new responsibilities, learn to 
interact with other people in new ways.  This process of discovering what this new world 
is like and learning how to cope with it is another task of mourning. 
 

4. To find an enduring connection with the deceased in the midst of embarking on 
the new life  

 
No, we do not want to stop loving the person who has died, or cherishing the memories.  
Yet, one more task of mourning is to find a place for the deceased that will not impair our 
ability to give and receive love here on earth.  We remain connected to our loved one 
through our recollections and memorializing acts, and are able to simultaneously invest 
in life.  Whether or not we enter into similar relationships (such as remarrying, or having 
more children), our task is to discover people, activities, and causes to invest in, so we 
can continue to experience love, and to satisfy our need to be loved.  Opening up again 
to loving and being loved is an important task of mourning. 

 

 



 
 

 

Self-Nurturing Activities 

Listen to my favorite music 

 
Enjoy a long, warm bubble 
bath 
 
Go for a walk 
 
Share a hug with a loved 
one 
 
Relax outside 
 
Exercise (of my choice) 
 
Spiritual prayer 
 
Attend a caring support 
group 
 
Practice diaphragmatic 
breathing 
 
Do “stretching” exercises 
 
Reflect on my positive 
qualities: “I am . . .” 
 
Watch the sunset or 
sunrise 
 
Concentrate on a relaxing 
scene 
 
Create a collage 
representing “The Real 
Me” 
 
Receive a massage 
 
Reflect on: “I appreciate” 
 
Write my thoughts and 
feelings in a personal 
journal 
 
Attend a favorite athletic 
event 
 
Practice the art of forgiveness 
 
Read a special book or 
magazine 

 
Enjoy the beauty of nature 
 
Sing/hum/whistle a happy 
tune 
 
Swing/slide/teeter totter 
 
Play a musical instrument 
 
Spiritual meditation 
 
Work with plants (garden) 
 
Learn a new skill 
 
See a special play, movie 
or concert 
 
Ride a bike or motorcycle 
 
Make and eat a nutritious 
meal 
 
Draw or paint a picture 
 
Swim/float/wade/relax in a 
pool or at the beach 
 
Do aerobics/dance 
 
Visit a special play 
 
Smile and say “I love myself” 
 
Take time to smell the roses 
 
Imagine yourself achieving your  
goals and dreams 
 
Go horseback riding 
 
Enjoy a relaxing nap 
 
Visit a museum or art gallery 
 
Practice yoga 
 
Relax in a whirlpool/sauna 
 
Enjoy a cool, refreshing glass of  
water or fruit juice 
 

 
Participate in a hobby or relaxation 
exercise  
 
Play as you did as a child 
 
Star gaze 
 
Window shop 
 
Tell yourself loving words you 
want to hear from others 

 
Go sailing or paddle boating 
 
Reward yourself with a 
special gift you can afford 
 
Take yourself on vacation 
 
Count your blessings 
 
Create with clay or pottery 
 
Practice positive affirmations 
 
Pet an animal 
 
Watch my favorite TV show 
 
Reflect on your success 
 
Write a poem expressing your 
feelings 
 
Make a bouquet of flowers 
 
Watch the clouds 
 
Watch a humorous videotape 
 
Visit a park/woods/forest 
 
Read positive, motivational literature 
 
Reflect on what you value most in life 
 
Phone a special friend 
 
Go on a picnic in a beautiful setting 
 
Enjoy a gourmet cup of herbal tea 



 
 

 

 

Family Grief 
 

 
After a loss, each member of a family has his or her own unique grief process.   But just as 
important and unique is the grief experience of the entire family unit.  Here are some of the 
reasons that it is important to acknowledge the needs of the family as a whole: 

 

 

 Each person in a family has functions and roles not filled by anyone else.  The 
death of any member results in the reorganization of all relationships in the system.  
Roles must be shifted and the family must reorganize.  This shifting takes time and 
strongly influences the family’s growth and character. 

 
 

 A family has its own identity.  For example, the family may identify themselves as 
“community leaders”, “a group of practical jokers”, or “centered around the children”.  
When a member dies, family members often struggle to retain or redefine that identity in 
a way that is meaningful to them. 

 
 

 Due to different developmental levels, life circumstances, lifestyles and 
relationships with the deceased, grief needs differ among family members.  How 
family members communicate about their needs can contribute either to family harmony 
or family conflict.  An open family system acknowledges feelings openly and involves 
each member in decisions and events.  A closed family system denies feelings and 
excludes some members from decisions and events.  Time and effort may be needed to 
apply a healthy style of interacting after the impact of loss. 

 
 

 Grief and ways of expressing grief can be handed down from generation to 
generation.  If parents have unresolved grief issues from their own childhoods, it will 
ripple into the lives of their own children.  The family rules that a parent learned while 
growing up are likely to be the rules he/she models to the next generation.  Family 
members may now practice these rules unconsciously, even if the rules are unhealthy.  
For example, a family who has dealt with emotions by keeping them secret and 
unexpressed will likely have negative results if they suppress all discussion of grief. 

 
 

 New phases of family development often result in a resurgence of family grief.  
Suppose, for example, that a mother of two children dies.  As those children grow up 
and reach life milestones, such as the first piano recital or a high school graduation, the 
family will grieve their loss anew from their current perspective.  New grief needs arise 
whenever we face life changes without the deceased loved one, including moves, 
marriages, job/career changes, births, and even later deaths. 

 
 
 



 
 

 

 
 
 

 
Here are some suggestions to help families grieve together: 

 
 

 Hold a family meeting for all interested members.  Allow for open discussion of 
thoughts, feelings, and needs that have emerged for each person since the death.  Set 
a ground rule that each person will listen to others without interrupting or passing 
judgment.  Brainstorm ideas for how to memorialize, express feelings, and meet needs 
as a family unit (see more ideas below). 

 
 

 Memorialize together.  Collaborate on a photo album, video montage, or collection of 
stories in honor of the deceased.  Make a copy for each family member or each branch 
of the family tree. 

 
 

 Create something that symbolizes the family unit’s identity, such as a “Coat of 
Arms”, Family Mission Statement, or Family Motto.  Have plaques or some form of 
reproductions made so each member or subsection of the family can have one to 
display in their home. 

 
 

 Hold a family ritual where all family members can unite in memory of the deceased 
and in honor of the family’s values and history.  Some examples include:  a candle-
lighting ceremony; an ash-scattering gathering; participating together in a walkathon to 
find a cure for the disease the loved one died from; making an annual donation to or 
volunteering as a group for a cause important to the entire family; planting a tree 
together in honor of the deceased and the family’s ongoing growth, even after loss. 

 
 

 Consider engaging the services of a family counselor to facilitate communication 
and problem-solving among family members.  Remember that all families need an 
objective perspective sometimes.  Invite members of all ages to share their 
perspectives and ideas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Signs of Complicated Grief 
 

Complicated grief refers to grief that doesn’t follow the normal or expected pattern due to 
complicating factors. When grief is complicated, the grieving individual may not heal in a healthy 
manner without outside assistance or intervention.  Consideration must be made regarding how 
long the symptoms have gone on relative to the loss, how intense is the response for the griever 
and how does the response impact one’s normal level of functioning.  These considerations, 
along with the following signs may indicate that the grieving individual needs professional 
attention: 
 

Children and Adolescents 

 Chronic or severe somatic symptoms (headaches, stomach aches, etc.) 

 Pronounced self-blame 

 Chronic school problems, skipping school 

 Nightmares/sleep disturbances 

 Extreme regression (return to bedwetting, clinging, thumb-sucking, etc.) 

 Poor self-care 

 Excessive hopelessness 

 Extreme anger/hostility/violence or other extreme acting out/defiance 

 Social isolation/extreme withdrawal 

 Sudden change in friends/peer group 

 Intense separation anxieties or phobias 

 Apparent absence of grief or unwillingness to discuss the loss 

 Intense involvement in dating relationship to the exclusion of other friends or activities 

 Intense attraction to the topic of death, or fixation on the subject of death 

 Illegal activity/violating the rights of others 

 Substance abuse 

 Suicidal thoughts or plans 
 

Adults 

 Persistent somatic complaints, physical problems, or chronic illness 

 Acute anxiety or panic attacks 

 Excessive hostility and anger 

 Inability to work 

 Poor self-care or inability to meet daily needs of self, dependents 

 Social isolation 

 Increased or new alcohol/drug/nicotine use 

 Sleep disturbances 

 Eating disturbances, appetite changes, or major weight loss or gain 

 Lasting or agitated depression 

 Excessive and unrealistic guilt 

 Suicidal thoughts or plans 
 

 



 
 

 

When Grief Resurfaces 
 
Sometimes grief can return in a more intense way as you approach holidays, special events, or 
special dates.  Environmental changes or experiences can also trigger new grief reactions.  The 
sudden resurgence of thoughts and feelings about your loss can be unexpected, especially if 
you’ve recently experienced relief from more intense grief feelings.  Some examples of 
situations that might trigger shadow grief include: 

 Holidays    

 Birthdays   

 Dating or Wedding Anniversaries 

 Anniversary of Diagnosis or Death 

 Day of Week or Month that Diagnosis or Death Occurred 

 Annual Events, e.g. parades, concerts, community gatherings 

 Smells 

 Music or sounds 

 Change of Seasons/Weather 
 

By predicting what may trigger your grief and planning ahead, you may be able to cope better.  
Increasing supports can be essential in coping with returning grief.  Consider planning ahead for 
a visit or phone call with family or friends, or arrange to attend a grief support group or session 
with a bereavement counselor. 
 
Rituals can also be helpful.  By preparing for a ritual ahead of time, you will take some control 
over the course of the anticipated occasion or situation, and allow an outlet for your grief.  Some 
examples of rituals to try include: 

 Visit the cemetery to place flowers, pray, write in a journal, or reminisce. 

 Visit a place that your loved one especially enjoyed. 

 Plant a special plant, bush, or tree in memory of your loved one. 

 Place a special decoration in your home in memory of your loved one. 

 Donate money to a charity or cause that had special meaning to your loved one. 

 Give jewelry, clothing, or other item that belonged to your loved one to someone special. 

 Light a candle to represent your loved one at gatherings or activities. 

 Reminisce with photo albums and mementos about special times from the past. 
 
Use the workspace below as you think about coping when grief returns in the future. 

Predict:  List some dates or locations that may trigger your grief:        

 

________________    _________________    ________________    _________________ 

Plan:  List a few people in your life who you can call on for support:   

 

________________   __________________   _________________   ________________ 

Prepare:  List a few rituals or activities that could support you when grief resurfaces. 

 

________________   __________________   _________________   ________________ 



 
 

 

What We Need During Grief 
 

 

 
Time – You need time alone and time with others you trust, and who will listen when you need to 
talk.  It takes months and years of time to feel and understand the feelings that go along with loss. 
 
 
Rest, Relaxation, Exercise, Nourishment, and Diversion – You may need extra amounts of 
things you needed before.  Hot baths, afternoon naps, a trip, a “cause” to work for to help others . . 
. . any of these may give you a lift.  Grief is an emotionally exhausting process. You need to 
replenish yourself.  Follow what feels healing to you and that which connects you to the people and 
things you love. 
 
 
Security – Try to reduce or find help for financial or other stresses in your life. Allow yourself to be 
close to those you trust.  Getting back into routine helps.  You need to allow yourself to do things at 
your own pace. 
 
 
Hope – You may find hope and comfort from those who have experienced a similar loss.  Knowing 
which things helped them, and realizing that they have discovered that time does help, may give 
you hope that your grief will someday be less raw and painful. 
 
 
Caring – Try to allow yourself to accept the expressions of caring from others, even though they 
may be uneasy and awkward.  Helping a friend or a relative also suffering the same loss may bring 
a feeling of closeness with that person. 
 
 
Goals – For a while, it will seem that much of life is without meaning.  At times like these, small 
goals are helpful.  Something to look forward to, like playing golf with a friend next week, a movie 
tomorrow night, a trip next month – helps you get through the immediate future.  At first, don’t be 
surprised if your enjoyment for these things isn’t the same.  This is normal.  As time passes, you 
may need to work on some long-range goals to give some structure and direction to your life.  You 
may need guidance or counseling for help with this. 
 
 
Small Pleasures – Do not underestimate the healing effects of small pleasures.  Sunsets, a walk 
in the woods, a favorite food - - all are small steps toward regaining your pleasures in life itself. 
 

 

 
 



 
 

 

General Grief Books 

Healing after loss, daily meditations for working through grief 

Martha Hickman, Collins, 1999 
Dated meditations that provide strength and comfort for each day of the year. 

How to survive the loss of a love 

Colgrove, Bloomfield & McWilliams, Prelude Press, 1993 
Simply written advice and affirmations that are divided into 94 points.  You can read them one page 
each day.   
 
Life after loss, a personal guide dealing with death, divorce, job change and relocation 
Bob Diets, Fisher Books, 2000 
Includes grief information for many losses in addition to a loss through death.  Includes journaling 
ideas and exercises to aid relaxation and sleep.  Teaches skills needed for a healthy recovery. 

The journey through grief:  Reflections on healing 

Alan Wolfelt, Companion Press, 2003 
This book is organized around the needs that all mourners face. Each section has a brief, 
educational explanation of the need followed by inspirational passages. 
 
The mourning handbook: The most comprehensive resource offering practical and 
compassionate advice on coping with all aspects of death and dying 
Helen Fitzgerald, Fireside, 1995 
Written for mourners in need of practical and emotional assistance after the death of a loved one.  
Organized with sub-chapters, cross references, specific problems and stories. 
 
Tragedy- Finding a hidden meaning: How to transform the tragedies in your life into personal 
growth 
Trudy Carlson, Benline Press, 1997 
Stories from world literature, personal stories and wisdom from major religions to help those who are 
growing through a loss. 
 
Understanding grief:  Helping  yourself heal 
Alan Wolfelt, Routledge, 1992 
A great book by an expert in the field of grief counseling.  Provides places for you to write, to answer 
questions and to affirm feelings. 
 

What to do when a loved one dies: A practical and compassionate guide to dealing with death 
on life’s terms 

Eva Shaw, Dickens Pr, 1994 
Powerful and packed with information including actions to take at the time of death, funeral options, 
coping with death of a parent, spouse, child, grandchild or friend.  Also addresses traumatic losses, 
finding emotional support and financial obligations. 

When Bad Things Happen To Good People 

Harold Kushner, Anchor, 2004Through his own personal experience, this clergyman guides you on a 
spiritual journey that is often part of the grieving process.  He answers the most often asked 
question: Where is God when you need him the most?  
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