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“Author Susan A. Berger offers a fascinating new view of what happens to people who lose loved ones. The Five Ways We Grieve helps us to discover who we have become in order to give our lives meaning and purpose.”

—Patriot Ledger

“Offers a fresh new approach to understanding and coping with the major losses every human being experiences. Dr. Susan A. Berger gives bereaved people a useful tool for interpreting their responses to a loss and creating a new normal for their lives.”

—Bob Deits, author of Life after Loss

“A treasure trove of penetrating insights. Dr. Susan A. Berger’s lucid and thoughtfully researched writing contains personal experiences, clinical examples, and penetrating questions to ponder. Although she takes us deeply into the realm of human torment, the essential message is one of hope as she assists us in transforming tragedy into growth. Dr. Berger will bring needed solace to many grieving hearts.”

—Rabbi Earl A. Grollman, DHL, DD, author of Living When a Loved One Has Died

“This book offers hope with a plan—in the form of new ways to recognize, define, and focus on our changed identity and worldview after loss. As a child therapist specializing in illness and loss, I found this book immediately helpful.”

—Sallie A. Sanborn, MS, child therapist and contributor to The Goldfish Went on Vacation

ABOUT THE BOOK

In this new approach to understanding the impact of grief, Susan A. Berger goes beyond the commonly held theories of stages of grief with a new typology for self-awareness and personal growth. She offers practical advice for healing from a major loss in this presentation of five basic ways, or types, of grieving. These five types describe how different people respond to a major loss.

The types are:


	Nomads, who have not yet resolved their grief and don’t often understand how their loss has affected their lives

	Memorialists, who are committed to preserving the memory of their loved ones by creating concrete memorials and rituals to honor them

	Normalizers, who are committed to re-creating a sense of family and community

	Activists, who focus on helping other people who are dealing with the same disease or issues that caused their loved one’s death

	Seekers, who adopt religious, philosophical, or spiritual beliefs to create meaning in their lives



Drawing on research results and anecdotes from working with the bereaved over the past ten years, Berger examines how a person’s worldview is affected after a major loss. According to her findings, people experience significant changes in their sense of mortality, their values and priorities, their perception of and orientation toward time, and the manner in which they “fit” in society. The five types of grieving, she finds, reflect the choices people make in their efforts to adapt to dramatic life changes.

By identifying with one of the types, readers who have suffered a recent loss—or whose lives have been shaped by an early loss—find ways of understanding the impact of the loss and of living more fully.

SUSAN A. BERGER, EdD, LICSW, counsels people who are confronting significant loss and other life changes. She also trains professionals in using her unique approach to helping the bereaved. She has twenty-five years’ experience in the health and mental health fields as a researcher, practitioner, administrator, and consultant in both Massachusetts and Washington, D.C.

She lectures widely in professional healthcare, business, government, and university settings. She has held faculty appointments at three colleges, teaching courses in human behavior and psychology. She has also served as a hospice volunteer. Dr. Berger is herself a survivor of early parental loss.
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This book is dedicated to my parents,

Dr. Martin Arnow and Naomi Arnow,

because, as a result of their deaths,

I learned the lesson that Diogenes

so simply expressed:

“Nothing endures but change.”
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Preface

THIS BOOK is a personal mission and an opportunity to link my areas of professional interest with my personal experience. Having lost both parents at an early age, I have spent much of my life asking questions about why this happened, pondering what effect their deaths had on me and my family, and considering what contributions I could make to those who have had similar experiences or those who work with people who have lost loved ones. As I matured, I developed a perspective on the impact of these losses on my life—the large and small ways my life changed as a result. These ways included the choices I made, the priorities and values I embraced, and the people I chose as my friends. My professional development was clearly guided by my own loss experiences.

Many of us have begun to examine the meaningfulness of our own lives in recent years. Perhaps this contemplation was spurred by the sudden, violent, and traumatic tragedy of September 11, 2001. Perhaps it has been inspired by the public chronicles of dying people such as Morrie Schwartz from Tuesdays with Morrie,1 and more recently Randy Pausch, whose book The Last Lecture2 urged us to appreciate joy and love as life’s greatest gifts. Such events cause us to reflect on the grief and despair that each of us feels when we lose a loved one. Although we assume grief has psychological effects, at least for a period of time, most people are unaware that our losses affect us forever, since they cause us to see the world and ourselves differently. The task of discovering “Who am I now?” and finding our own path to healing represents one of the greatest challenges of the grieving process.

Losing a loved one is a difficult topic for most of us, particularly in American society. We Americans tend to deny the reality of death. Our relatively young country, with its history and tradition of hope and opportunity, is populated with generations of citizens from all over the world who have come here to take part in the future. Unlike the more ancient civilizations of Asia, Africa, or Central America, we do not view the past as our teacher. We worship youth, beauty, and the power derived from them. We place less value on the old ways or the wisdom that has been acquired through lifetimes or centuries of experience.

Even though all of us will die, acknowledging the inevitability of death flies in the face of our deep-seated belief in our ability to overcome adversity. Creating our own destiny is our cultural heritage. The individual freedom Americans enjoy provides us with many chances to start over, to select new jobs, new homes, and new relationships. Empowered by such opportunities, we can suppress thoughts of suffering and bury memories that cause us emotional pain. Even if we have lost a loved one and experienced grief, we are expected to recover quickly and move on with our lives.

This belief was in part supported by the groundbreaking research of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in the mid-twentieth century. She identified five stages of grief—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance—that dying individuals experience.3 This theory of grieving was adopted as the accepted approach for helping the dying as well as their survivors through the grieving process. Since then, however, bereavement researchers and clinicians have discovered that this theory falls short of addressing the unique needs of survivors of loss. An excerpt from a poem by Linda Pastan poignantly illustrates this error:

. . . Denial was first.

. . . Anger seemed more familiar.

. . . Bargaining. What can I exchange for you?

. . . Depression came puffing up.

. . . Acceptance. I finally reach it.

But something is wrong.

Grief is a circular staircase.

I have lost you.4

The five stages of grief do not ultimately offer bereaved individuals comfort or assistance. Survivors must go on. But they follow a different trajectory toward healing, one that involves not just shock and denial but also confusion, disorganization, and despair before they can reorganize their lives. This process is not linear, as the stages imply, nor is it generic. Our knowledge of grieving and healing informs us that recuperating from significant loss is like any other healing process: it occurs over time and requires considerable energy. Each person heals differently.

For those of us who have experienced death in our lives, we realize that the environment in which we live is no longer the same. We suffer anguish and turmoil through which we must nevertheless rebuild our lives. This book’s message is one of hope and encouragement for finding meaning from your losses and discovering yourself as a changed person. With greater awareness and understanding of the long-term impact of loss, I believe that all who have lost loved ones can find new, fulfilling, and purposeful lives. I hope this book will help you find yours.

A NOTE ABOUT THE INTERVIEWS

All of the people I interviewed for this book have given me permission to use their stories. Most of their names and details of their experiences have been changed. Several people preferred that their real names be kept. I have respected their preferences, but have not differentiated them.


Introduction

FIFTY is not just a number to me.

Just shy of fifty, my cousin Helen lost a long battle with colon cancer. That same year my lifelong friend Edda, almost fifty, died of a virulent brain tumor just ten months after diagnosis. Both my parents had died young, my father at age thirty-five and my mother just nine days short of her fiftieth birthday.

Later that year when I turned fifty, I was very unhappy. My career began to falter as I worked a series of unsatisfying jobs. I lived a nomadic existence and was unfocused, depressed, with no sense of direction. I couldn’t decide what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. Helping others improve the quality of their lives had always been a high priority in my life, but I found it frightening that I was unable to do the same for myself. I was stuck.

And then suddenly I understood: I hadn’t expected to reach my fiftieth birthday.

No wonder I was lost; I had made no plans beyond fifty because I didn’t think I’d still be alive.

In an attempt to understand what was happening to me, I began a process of self-examination. I read about grief and loss in the works of great thinkers and writers, from Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” to Man’s Search for Meaning, by Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl.1 I read current research on loss and bereavement. I thought about the reality of mortality, the painful truth about love and death. I realized that losing loved ones and dealing with grief is a lifelong process, something that unfolds and impacts your life long after the acute symptoms of grieving subside.

After this process of self-discovery, I felt the need to connect with others who had lost loved ones. In our society, we work very hard to deny the existence of death. We color our hair and relax our wrinkled foreheads as if hiding the signs of aging will negate the inevitability of death.

When someone has lost a loved one, we tend to withdraw and stay away, telling ourselves not to bother the bereaved. Meanwhile, the bereaved feel isolated and alone. We say, “I’m sorry for your loss,” and not much else, as if it were impolite to talk about death or even bring it up much beyond the immediate aftermath of the loss.

Since I was interested in how significant losses affected other people, however, I tentatively began to broach the subject with bereaved friends and acquaintances. When I questioned these survivors, I was very surprised to discover that they were hungry to share their stories.

I asked survivors the following questions:


	Did the significant loss force you to think about your own mortality?

	Did you feel suddenly vulnerable to death yourself?

	Did you struggle for many years after the death to build confidence and find a sense of purpose?

	Does the loss continue to affect you?

	Did the loss influence how you see yourself in relation to others and the world?

	Did the loss transform your perspective on life and where you fit in?

	Did the loss give you as a survivor a sense of identity and purpose you had not recognized before?

	Did the loss prompt you to do something you would otherwise never have done?



My project brought unexpected results. For the first time in more than thirty years, my brother, who was living as a Zen Buddhist in Asia, shared with me his feelings about our parents’ deaths and his experience of those deaths. We talked together for the first time about how those losses had affected our lives. Friends of friends and people in extended networks began contacting me, interested in talking about their experiences with the death of loved ones. Long after the funerals were over and what society regards as an appropriate grieving time had passed, survivors wanted to share how significant deaths had shaped the way they lived.

Through this work, I learned that those of us who have experienced the loss of a loved one shared certain sensibilities. Contrary to social expectations, we hadn’t merely recovered from our losses and resumed the lives we had been living. I found that others who had experienced losses similar to mine compared their life span to that of the parent they had lost. We all felt a heightened sense of our own mortality. We all experienced episodes of grief and painful images, triggered by birthdays, anniversaries, holidays, and other associations with our loved one. No matter whom we had lost—a parent, sibling, spouse, or lover—no matter whether this loss had occurred five years ago or forty, we acknowledged that our losses had significantly changed our lives.

Though I found a measure of personal solace in the wisdom I had gained, I realized others might appreciate the shared knowledge and wisdom as well. This is when I decided to write this book, to compile the stories of long-term loss, to identify themes among the stories, and to explore the ways that people create meaning from loss. As survivors of loss, each of us changes. We are not—and cannot be—exactly as we were before. We adapt to our new life situation, personally and socially. Our view of the world changes; our priorities, and sometimes our values, change.

During my doctoral studies at Harvard, I examined the works of researchers and scholars and was trained to find themes and make connections. As I began collecting the stories of more than sixty survivors of significant loss, I started to see patterns. When people experience the loss of a loved one, they consciously or unconsciously develop a new identity based on their changed circumstances. What emerged from this work was my theory that there are five “identity types”—which I have called nomad, memorialist, normalizer, activist, and seeker—each of which represents a different way of creating meaning from the loss of a loved one in order to give the survivor’s life a new purpose.

In this book, I discuss how the psychological, social, and spiritual factors I examined in my research contribute to the formation of these identity types. I describe and explore each of the identity types, including its advantages and disadvantages, its strengths and weaknesses, in order to help you understand the identity you have chosen in response to the loss of your loved one. I also suggest strategies you can use to improve the quality of your life and promote healing, either by working within your present identity type or by working toward adopting another identity type that you might find more fulfilling.

THE FIVE IDENTITY TYPES

1. Nomads are characterized by a range of emotions, including denial, anger, and confusion about what to do with their lives. Nomads have not yet resolved their grief. They don’t often understand how their loss has affected their lives.

The remaining four types have chosen their personal path to healing.

2. Memorialists are committed to preserving the memory of their loved ones by creating concrete memorials and rituals to honor them. These range from buildings, art, gardens, poems, and songs to foundations in their loved one’s name.

3. Normalizers place primary emphasis on their family, friends, and community. They are committed to creating or re-creating them because of their sense of having lost family, friends, and community, as well as the lifestyle that accompanies them, when their loved one died.

4. Activists create meaning from their loss by contributing to the quality of life of others through activities or careers that give them a purpose in life. Their main focus is on education and on helping other people who are dealing with the issues that caused their loved one’s death, such as violence, a terminal or sudden illness, or social problems.

5. Seekers look outward to the universe and ask existential questions about their relationship to others and the world. They tend to adopt religious, philosophical, or spiritual beliefs to create meaning in their lives and provide a sense of belonging that they either never had or lost when their loved one died.

LOSS AFFECTS US ALL

The loss of a loved one affects us forever. Significant loss changes our sense of who we are and our place in the world.

At the same time, significant loss can be an opportunity to create positive change in our lives and in the world. Look at what John Walsh, host of the television program America’s Most Wanted, has achieved in helping people after the tragic murder of his young son, Adam.

Each of us who has suffered loss can transform our experience into an opportunity for growth. But in order to do so, we must first come to terms with our grief. Then we can work toward creating an identity and a life that integrate our lost loved one and our experience of loss in a positive way. We can find new meaning and purpose for our lives.

If you have ever loved someone, you face the possibility of someday losing that person. This is the risk of loving, but to me, loving is the only experience worth anything in this world.

HOW THIS BOOK WORKS

This book can help you understand how loss has affected your life and shaped you into the person you now are. This understanding will allow you to examine your motivations for past decisions and choices and identify your strengths and weaknesses. It will also help you pursue ways to resolve unfinished grieving and heal from your loss.

First, you must accept the basic premise of this book: after someone you love dies, the most daunting task you face is rebuilding your life and finding a new identity. Because you defined yourself in relation to the person who died, you must, as bereavement expert Thomas Attig explains, “relearn the world,”2 including your relationship with the deceased, your friends and family, and yourself as well. This task of redefining yourself, of finding a new identity after the death of your loved one, is a process that begins after the person has died and continues throughout your lifetime. Therefore, the better you understand yourself and how your loss has affected your life, the more able you will be to meet the challenges of being a survivor and having a satisfying and purposeful life.

To gain the greatest benefit from this book, start at the beginning—even if you are tempted to read first about the different identity types. Why? Because the identity types are based on information in the early chapters. The introduction describes my own experience and lays the groundwork for understanding how and why I concluded that finding a new and meaningful identity is critical to adapting successfully to a changed life—a life without your loved one. Chapter 1 describes how loss changes you forever—how your worldview is shaped, and how this is likely to change your identity, your sense of who you are. I introduce my idea of “the four pillars of identity,” and show you how they can help you find meaning from your loss, and a new fulfilling purpose in life.

I then go into detail about the five identity types: nomad (chapter 2), memorialist (chapter 3), normalizer (chapter 4), activist (chapter 5), and seeker (chapter 6). Each of these chapters begins with a definition of the identity, including a typical example for the type, drawn from a well-known event, a published article, or a film. Several key people I interviewed tell their stories of loss, and I examine why they represent the particular identity type. Their stories, often powerful, always poignant, will illustrate the advantages and disadvantages of that identity type. Theory or concepts that support or shed light on issues relevant to the identity type are woven throughout the discussion, and I propose strategies for maximizing the potential of each identity. Each of these chapters ends with questions for you to answer to help you determine whether this identity best reflects the person you have become since your loss or want to be as you attempt to heal and move forward with life.

Chapter 7 guides you through five questions that can help you identify your personal path to healing. These questions, based on what I call the four pillars of identity (discussed in chapter 1), will allow you to examine whether and how your worldview changed after you experienced your loss. Chapter 7 also enables you to evaluate your present identity type (which you discovered in the identity type chapters), examine any “identity hang-ups” that may be preventing you from resolving your grief, and explore many suggestions for helping you heal.

Chapter 8 is a call for hope and action, in which I discuss how this book offers hope for all of you who have been affected by the death of a loved one but have not yet fully understood how this loss has influenced your life and your identity. I challenge you to evaluate your current life and your level of success in creating meaning and purpose as a result of your loss. This new insight will allow you to decide whether your current identity type suits you or whether you would prefer to work toward adopting a different identity that could further your healing.

The conclusion reminds you that you are not alone. Even if you have no family or friends, or you just feel isolated, your community offers numerous sources of support for survivors of every stripe. This chapter discusses the types of resources available—such as nonprofit organizations, support groups, libraries, churches and synagogues, and colleges and universities—and what they can offer you. An array of bereavement resources also exists at the state and national level to help you deal with the issues of your loss.

After you have read this book, I hope you will see it as a tool that you can use and return to again and again as you confront issues related to your present loss and subsequent losses throughout your life. Whether you are a bereaved individual, a professional working with the bereaved, a caregiver, or a volunteer helping others deal with their losses, this book will help you better understand the long-term impact of loss and more fully appreciate the uniqueness of each individual’s struggle to adapt to loss and find a new and fulfilling self.


One

               

Loss Changes You Forever

I WAS ELEVEN YEARS OLD when my father died. It had been a long, painful illness, during which he gradually lost strength, functioning, and, ultimately, the will to live. It was 1956, and at that time I was made to feel that illness was shameful. My father began taking weekend “fishing trips,” which I later learned were clandestine admissions to a Boston hospital for experimental treatments. I watched my father grow weaker and weaker: he reduced his work schedule to half days, then began using a walker, then became bedridden. While I was lying in bed, when my parents thought I was sleeping, I would hear my mother whisper comforting words to my father as she bathed him, wiping the washcloth gently over his blotched skin and his welts and sores. Again and again, my father would cry, “I want to die.” He was thirty-five years old.

On a typically gray day in December 1956, my eight-year-old brother and I walked home from school. We arrived to find my mother and my aunt huddled together on the front porch, their coats pulled tightly around themselves against the cold. My mother said it. “Daddy died.” I was eleven years old, but I had known this was coming. I was relieved that I had stopped to say good-bye to my father before leaving for school that morning.

Although we all did our best to continue living, an invisible cloud hovered over us for the following nine years during which


































	Our sense of our own mortality

	Our sense of time flying by, flowing like a stream, or standing still, as well as our relationship with time, as reflected by whether we tend to live in the past, the present, or the future

	Our values and priorities regarding people and the world around us

	Our relationship to the world through our connection to family and friends, the community, humankind, or the universe








































	What have I learned about myself and the world around me?

	What is truly important to me?

	How can I create a life that is fulfilling, rewarding, and impactful?

	What is the purpose of my life?

	Who do I want to be as a result of my loss experience?
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