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			Coping with bereavement

			
					Problem: we will all lose a loved one at some point in our lives, and this experience is very painful and difficult to deal with. Whether sudden or not, the absence of a loved one disrupts our day-to-day activities and upsets the balance of our lives. Learning to live with this constant empty space can then seem impossible. How can you respect your grief while still moving forward to rediscover your taste for life? How can you survive bereavement without sinking into despair?

					Aim: to understand and overcome your grief.

					FAQs:	Is grief work necessary?

	How long does grief last for?

	Is it normal to cry all the time?

	Will the pain go away more quickly if I ignore it?

	I am smiling again and I have new plans. Should I feel guilty?




			

			Although death comes to us all, it is still a taboo subject in Western society and the idea of it terrifies us. Even hearing it mentioned makes us uncomfortable. What, then, can we say about the death of a loved one, which for many people is a traumatic experience and can seem impossible to move on from? How can we survive the immense pain caused by the loss of a parent, partner, child or friend? Inevitably, all of us have lived through, are currently living through or will live through this difficult experience at some point and will spend a long, painful period mourning. The different phases of grief, including shock, anger, denial, guilt and depression, stir up a whole host of emotions, which are undeniably painful but which are nonetheless necessary if we are to accept the harsh reality.

			“I was 24 when my mother died of cancer. It was a huge shock for me and I felt as though I had fallen into a bottomless pit. For a long time, I felt disconnected from reality: nothing mattered to me any more and my life seemed to have no meaning. I was completely numb. Rather than accepting this unbearable reality, I tried to run from it and lived in a fool’s paradise. I started to get better the day a wise person told me that my mother had never left me and that she was living in me.” (Christian, 45)

			In 50 minutes, you will understand the mechanisms that start working after bereavement, the practical side of these mechanisms, the importance of being supported by those around you, and some personal approaches you can take to help you in your journey towards acceptance. Finally, you will learn to identify the positive attitudes to adopt and the clichés to avoid when you want to support a loved one who is going through grief or explain death to a child.

		


		
			What is bereavement?

			An intense and universal pain

			Bereavement, which comes from the Old English bereafian, meaning “to deprive of, take away by violence, seize, rob”, refers to the period of distress and sadness following the death of a loved one. For us to be bereaved, we must have had a particular attachment to the person who has passed away. Otherwise, we would constantly be bereaved! The psychiatrist and psychotherapist Christophe Fauré also specifies that the intensity of bereavement is not determined by blood ties, but by how attached we were to the person. He further explains that bereavement can sometimes become a problem (although this is rare), for example if the bereaved person has a history of depression or if they had a conflictual relationship with the dead person. In this last case, they may develop a profound feeling of guilt, as they may feel that they unconsciously wished the person’s death on them.

			
				
					Freud and grief work

					In his 1917 essay “Mourning and Melancholia”, Sigmund Freud became the first person to develop the concept of grief work. He claimed that this expression results from the loss of a loved one, and also from the loss of an object we are attached to. Grief work can therefore be defined as a long intrapsychic process resulting from the loss of an object a person is attached to. Through grief work, the person gradually manages to detach themselves from the object.

				

			

			While bereavement affects us all irrespective of gender, age or ethnicity, each culture has its own rituals and ways of dealing with the death of a loved one. For example, while the expression of grief is accepted and even encouraged in Western and African culture, it is viewed less positively in Asian and Muslim culture. In Asian society, emotions are expected to be kept private, while Muslims believe that containing grief shows that a person has accepted God’s decision. As well as funeral rites and the expression of grief, each religion has very specific mourning periods and a different approach to funerals. For Buddhists, who believe in reincarnation, mourning lasts for 49 days, and at the end of this period a prayer is recited to help the dead person to be reincarnated. In Hinduism, the family of the dead person must lead a moderate lifestyle (no meat, alcohol, jewellery or make-up) during the mourning period, which lasts for 13 days and ends with a ceremony organised at the home of the dead person. The mourning period for Muslims is 40 days, during which the friends and family of the dead person must behave and dress soberly. At the end of this period, prayers are recited to help the dead person to ascend to heaven. In Judaism, there are five phases of mourning: Aninut, the period between death and the funeral; Avelut, the first seven days after the burial; Sheloshim, the first 30 days after the burial; Yud Bet Chodesh, the first 12 months following the burial; and Yahrzeit, the anniversary of the death.

			
				
					Did you know?

					In China, there are five circles of mourning. The first circle comprises the most important family members, namely the parents and the spouse, while the last circle is made up of less important family members, as well as the couple’s children. For the Chinese, the death of a child is a source of shame, so they never attend their funeral.

				

			

			Significant administrative tasks

			When you are stricken by grief following the death of a loved one, your life will be made even more difficult by a number of administrative and financial formalities, which will stop you from beginning your grief work. Although these tasks allow some people to take their minds off the pain they are feeling, for others they can become a burden that is too heavy to bear. Do not be afraid to ask the people around you for help if you do not feel strong enough to deal with these tasks.

			During our lifetimes, we take out various insurance policies; we have bank accounts; we are registered with a healthcare provider and with the local authorities; we pay service providers every month, and so on. When we die, our family must notify all these people and organisations in order to stop these services and close our accounts. While some tasks can be carried out several weeks after the death, others must be done immediately.

			To help you, here is a list of administrative formalities, in order of priority:

			
					Register the death. Unless your loved one died in a hospital or an official establishment (care home, prison, psychiatric institution), you must call a doctor to legally register the death of your loved one, so that you can declare it to the local authorities.

					Contact a funeral home. This company will take care of organising the funeral service, and will also declare the death to the local authorities, which must be done within five days.

					Contact the banks. If the deceased had accounts or a safe-deposit box at a bank, you should contact the bank as soon as possible in order to temporarily freeze them. This will suspend any current direct debits or standing orders.

					Inform their employer or organisations in charge of paying benefits. This will allow you to request the money owed (last instalment of salary, pension, holiday bonus, unemployment benefit, and so on) and avoid having to pay back incorrectly transferred money.

					Cancel all important contracts. Initially, focus on insurance contracts (home insurance, car insurance, health insurance, fire insurance, and so on) and contracts with service providers (water company, energy provider, internet and phone company, and so on). Inform them of the death. Depending on the contract, it may be cancelled or modified.

					Inform the landlord or tenants of the deceased. If your loved one was a landlord, you will need to inform their tenants and give them the name of the person who will now collect their rent. If they were a tenant and did not live alone, you can contact the owner to determine how to proceed with the lease.

					Value the estate of the deceased person. This will allow you to determine whether Inheritance Tax will need to be paid on their estate and fill in the necessary forms to process this. You will need to calculate the total value of the person’s assets (as well as “gifts”, meaning any assets they gave away before they died) and debts in order to determine how much their estate is worth.

			

			The five stages of grief

			Although every bereavement is unique and each person deals with the pain caused by the loss of their loved one in their own way, it seems that the general process is relatively common to everyone. In the 1970s, the psychiatrist and psychologist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross theorised the stages that a bereaved person goes through. Kübler-Ross, who is known for her work in the field of palliative care, distinguished and described five distinct stages which we all go through during grief, and which allow us to express our emotions and accept the heartbreak of death. However, since every death and its impact on those left behind are different and cannot be compared to other situations, these stages are not fixed. As a result, an individual will not necessary experience all of these stages, or follow them in this order.

			Finally, whether or not we know that the death of a loved one is imminent and can prepare ourselves for it, grief work is always necessary. Helen’s account provides a clear illustration of this:

			“I knew that my father had virtually no chance of pulling through. He had lung cancer, and the doctors said that there was not much hope. I tried to prepare myself as well as I could, but the day he died was a huge shock. It was extremely painful. My visits to the hospital, which helped me because they still gave me a tiny glimmer of hope, stopped abruptly. Finding his room empty, then seeing him in his coffin, was a horribly painful and traumatic experience. In the end, all my preparation before his death was no help. It was only after his death that I had to start my grief work with the help of my loved ones.” (Helen, 38)

			Shock and denial

			Finding out that a loved one has died generally leads to an initial phase of shock. We are left numb and dazed by this new reality, which we struggle to accept. Of course, we know that death is inevitable, but we cannot help railing against the injustice of it all and asking ourselves why him, why her, why now? This is followed by a phase of denial, which is a way for the bereaved person to defend themselves against a reality that they refuse to accept. During this phase, they are likely to constantly repeat things like “I can’t believe it, it’s impossible”, “I’m going to wake up” and “this can’t be happening”.

			After this phase of denial, which can last for very different periods of time depending on the individual and the circumstances surrounding the death, the bereaved person will inevitably realise that their loved one is not coming back. Once we have accepted this harsh reality, an intense and sometimes destructive wave of emotions washes over us like a tsunami.

			Anger

			Anger, which is sometimes completely irrational and often accompanied by a feeling of indignation, is an essential phase in the healing process. For the grieving person, it involves externalising the intense emotions they feel, but also finding a guilty party. Anger, which is driven by a feeling of injustice and intensified by the unpredictability and suddenness of death, can be directed towards the bereaved person themselves, the deceased person, a third party, or even a supernatural entity:

			
					against the bereaved person themselves: “I should have made him get help with his drinking”;

					against the deceased person: “if she had taken care of herself, she would still be alive”;

					against a third party: “the doctor diagnosed his cancer too late”;

					against an imaginary or supernatural entity: “why does God let these things happen?”, “why is Fate so cruel?”

			

			The more the deceased person was loved, the stronger the feeling of anger is. However, according to Kübler-Ross, the more intense the anger is, the quicker it dissipates. It is therefore best to express it freely without trying to repress it.

			Bargaining

			Bargaining is a transition stage that allows us to come to terms with our pain. We are frustrated and have not yet accepted reality, so we try to bargain with this loss, for example by trying to imagine the different scenarios that could have prevented the inevitable outcome. We find ourselves saying “if only…” and questioning ourselves about our own guilt (“if I’d done this or that, maybe she would still be here!”). We also try to imagine what we could do to bring the person back.

			“Two months after I broke up with my boyfriend, he died in a car accident. It’s strange, but for a long time I felt guilty and thought obsessively about his death. It was as if he died because we had broken up, as it had hit him hard. I told myself that if I hadn’t broken up with him, he might still be alive.” (Claudia, 33)

			If we are dealing with our own impending death, bargaining manifests itself in phrases expressing despair and attempts at negotiation (“let me have one more Christmas with my children”, “if I could just have a few more years…”, “I promise to change if I survive”, and so on), and, in some cases, in a return to spirituality (“God, I will do whatever you want if you just let me live”, “I will go to church every day if I have to, but let me get better”, and so on).

			This phase ends when our rational mind brings us back to reality: the person we have lost is never coming back.

			Depression

			Once we have accepted the reality of death, sadness, which is now more intense than ever, and the impression that the pain will never fade overwhelm us. Furthermore, the consequences of this loss start to be felt (financial and administrative difficulties, family conflicts, and so on). Depression sets in, bringing a whole host of symptoms with it: a loss of interest in everyday activities; intense, constant tiredness; appetite loss; trouble concentrating; mood swings; etc. This is the phase where we withdraw into ourselves and become isolated, because everything now seems meaningless. Its duration varies widely from one person to another, but it can last for several months or even several years, as was the case for Eric. It is therefore essential to be able to count on the unwavering support of the people around you.

			“When my brother died, my life was turned upside down. We were very close, and we also ran a small business together. After he died, I couldn’t enjoy anything, I hardly went out any more, and I sold the company. When my loved ones asked me about it, I pretended that I was fine and just needed a change. It wasn’t until I lost a lot of weight that they really started to worry. Then, it hit me that I couldn’t keep going like this. I spoke to my GP about it, and he referred me to a psychiatrist. I think it took me at least a year to break free of my depression. It was a long, tedious task, but I feel so much better now.” (Eric, 51)

			This stage, which is very important in the grieving process, is entirely normal. However, if your depression does not get better and seriously disrupts the balance of your daily life, or has major consequences (losing your job, worsening physical or mental health, complete social isolation, and so on), you may need to see a specialist.

			
				
					Reactive depression

					This is a relatively common mental health issue for vulnerable or fragile people after a traumatic event or in response to excessive nervous tension. It is more sudden than other types of depression and emerges in response to an event that the person cannot move past. Antidepressants are the recommended course of treatment. Although their effectiveness has been medically proven, it can take several weeks for their effects to be felt.

				

			

			Acceptance

			In theory, acceptance is the final stage of grief work. We finally understand and accept that the deceased person
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