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Characteristics of the Grieving Process 

 

Grief. It is one of life’s most difficult and painful experiences. Yet grief also is a natural and 

important process - one where we display countless, often conflicting emotions and actions that, 

overtime, aid in healing our sense of loss.  

 

Grieving is a necessary part of life. Whether our loss happens suddenly, comes unexpectedly or 

takes place over time, experiencing the death of someone we love is never easy. Grieving hurts. 

Grieving takes time.  

 

It is common to experience a wide variety of reactions during the grief process – from sadness to 

anger, from numbness to pain, from guilt to fear. And since grief surfaces differently, we don’t 

react to it in the same manner. Although it is a process that has been experienced by many 

people, there is no “best way” to manage our grief. There is no step-by-step manual, no written 

directions. Grieving is an individual, unique experience.  

 

The purpose of this booklet is to provide a better understanding of the grieving process. It 

outlines some common characteristics, or “stages” of grief, and shares some personal lessons 

learned during the grief process. No matter how we manage our work through our own grief, it 

helps to know that intense feelings and reactions are common place. Everyone mourns the loss of 

a loved one. Everyone reacts emotionally to grief.  

 

It often has been said that life is a journey. When the journey of a loved one comes to an end, our 

grief becomes its companion. Grieving the loss of a loved one is one of the most emotional and 

traumatic events we experience in life. By finding healthy ways to manage and face are grief, 

overtime, we can accept the loss of our loved ones and continue on with living.  

 

A small tear relieves great sorrow. -  Proverb  
 

 

Five stages of grief 
 

Many people credit psychiatrist Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, who is best known for her work in 

bereavement, for defining the stages of grief. Although her stages were originally defined to 

address the experiences of people coping with terminal illness, they also worked well in defining 

the reactions of people experiencing grief. Today, these five stages are commonly referred to as 

the stages of grief. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Denial: 
 

The initial reaction to the loss of a loved one is a feeling of shock and disbelief. This isn’t 

happening, we may tell ourselves. We are sure this has to be a mistake. This stage offers a 

temporary way to cope, through denial, with the news of the death.  

 

Anger: 
 

This intense reaction surfaces in many ways - through emotional outbursts, or by placing blame 

on others or holding resentment toward others. Anger at God is common during this stage, as are 

feelings that the death is unfair. We may question why it was our loved one that died. 

 

Bargaining: 
 

Referred to as a temporary truce, this stage is marked with “if only...” statements. We want to 

make a “bargain” to have life return to the way it used to be.  

 

Depression: 
 

Following the reality that a loved one has died, this is the stage where public grieving begins. It 

surfaces as intense sadness and withdrawal from others. It’s hard to get out of bed, hard to get 

through the day. We may feel alone and may be unsure of how to carry on.  

 

Acceptance: 
 

This final stage is marked by accepting the reality of the death and the change it has created in 

our lives. In this stage, we are able to let go of our loved one and move on. Our intense grief 

lessons and our lives slowly begin to return to some resemblance of normal.   

 

Other common reactions to grief 
 

 Because the grief process is an individual process, its reactions and its stages are different for 

everyone. Nothing is set in stone. Some people may experience all five stages of grief while 

others may experience none of them.  

 

There are many ways to grieve. In addition to the five stages of grief, many other reactions are 

common.  

 

Pain:  
 

It is not uncommon to experience physical pain during the grief process. An upset stomach, body 

aches and pain, shortness of breath, lack of appetite and inability to sleep are all common 

physical reactions and may be present during our grief process. 

 

 



Stress: 
 

In the days immediately following the death, there are many activities that require our attention: 

planning memorial and funeral services, attending to family members and visiting friends, 

handling legal issues, taking care of the deceased’s belongings, sending thank you notes and 

acknowledgments. Juggling these responsibilities with emotional reactions to the loss can lead to 

high stress levels. We need to be aware of our stress and its affects on our physical and mental 

health. We need to allow ourselves the time and the resources needed to manage our stress. And 

we need to seek help if necessary.  

 

Forgetfulness: 
 

During times of grief, it is common to become disorganized in our thoughts or forgetful in our 

conversations. This especially can be frustrating when making important decisions, which often 

follow the death of a loved one. Lapses in our memory are normal during grief. As time passes, 

our memory improves.  

 

Anxiety: 
Anxiety often accompanies our grief, surfacing as a feeling of fearfulness or a sense that we have 

lost control. Change is always difficult and brings with it a fear of the unknown.  Change is 

always difficult and brings with it a fear of the unknown. Change resulting from the death of a 

loved one is perhaps the most difficult - and most fearful - change we experience in life.  

 

Guilt: 
 

In some instances, such as a death following a long illness or a painful physical condition, we 

may feel relieved that our loved one has died. These feelings, in turn, may cause us to feel guilty. 

These emotions are common and natural and in no way diminish our love for the person who has 

died. We also may experience feelings of guilt for being alive. These two may be normal feelings 

during our grief.  

 

I believe that laughter is the only cure for grief. And I believe that love is stronger than 

death.  

- Robert Fulghum 
 

Lessons from a personal experience 
 

I was a young adult when I first experienced the pain of losing a loved one. Nothing could have 

prepared me for the sadness and the sense of loss I felt. In what seemed like an instant, and after 

hearing only a few words, my life as I had planned it was changed forever.  

 

Realistic expectations: 
 

Before I experienced this death, I thought I knew the way I would respond to grief. I was wrong. 

I thought I knew how many friends and family would respond to grief. I was wrong again. My 



loss taught me that grief is truly unique and there is no way to know how you - or anyone else - 

will react. During grief, all expectations should be put aside.  

 

Grief is a process that is learned as it is experienced. It’s almost like we are operating on 

autopilot when it comes to working through our grief. We go through motions, but we really 

aren’t aware of what is happening around us. Many days, it is hard to manage, but somehow, 

amazingly, we do. My grief experience taught me to never underestimate the power and 

determination of the human spirit. Never. 

 

Reactions of others: 
 

Most people, even those closest to us, will not know how to respond when we are grieving. They 

don’t know what to say or what to do. Grief makes everyone feel helpless and uncomfortable.  

There were friends I never heard from during my grief process. And yet other friends that I 

hadn’t seen in years called and offered support. Still others made special efforts to get me out of 

the house and active in life again. I realized that each of them was reacting to the grief in their 

own, unique way … just like I was. Society is not comfortable with grief, and people really don’t 

know how to respond to us when we are grieving.  

 

Triggers for grief: 
 

Holidays and anniversaries often are markers of times for celebration during life. During the 

grief process, these events can be triggers of extreme sorrow and sadness, especially during the 

first year following the death. But we know these events are coming, so, while difficult to 

handle, they don’t catch us by surprise. More difficult may be the instances we don’t anticipate - 

finding a forgotten piece of clothing left in a drawer, coming across a note never delivered, 

running into old acquaintances who, unaware of the death, ask about our loved one. These events 

- holidays, anniversaries and unexpected instances - painfully remind us that we are still 

grieving. It takes time to work through the grief process. 

 

For a good friend, the journey is never too long.  - Proverb 
 

Duration of Grieving 
 

Just as grief is unique to each person, so is the length of the grieving process. Yet for most 

people, as time passes, emotions surface less frequently. Thoughts of our loss, though still 

present, no longer consume us. We can laugh and smile when thinking of our loved one. We find 

comfort in remembering the good times. Slowly, with time, the pain of our loss doesn’t seem to 

hurt as much.  

 

Grief is a process that can’t be hurried.  Some say the grieving process can take up to two years. 

Grieving is not forgetting our loved ones. It is learning to accept our loss and finding ways to 

move on with living.  

 

Remember that grief is unique. Grief takes time. We need to allow ourselves as much time as we 

need. 



 

She was no longer wrestling with her grief, but could sit down with it as a lasting 

companion and make it a sharer in her thoughts.   - George Elliot  
 

Life is full of unexpected changes. And to varying degrees, we grieve them all. But losing 

someone we love is one of the most intense changes we experience in life. And grieving the loss 

is not easy. But it is necessary.  

 

Grief is the companion when life’s journey comes to an end. Working through our grief - no 

matter how difficult - is an important step we must take in our own life’s journey. 
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