Models of Grief 

A model offers us a way, a method of working. It might recommend the use of particular skills or other interventions, or offer insight about structuring help.

Response to loss (grief) involves physical symptoms and distortion of thought, feelings and emotions. Many authors have examined these physical, psychological and social phenomena and subsequently described them in terms of uncomplicated and complicated processes. The resulting frameworks have been largely presented in either linear or cyclical format (Bowlby 1969; Kubler-Ross 1970; Murray Parkes 1972; Murtagroyde and Woolfe 1982; Marris 1986; Hopson 1989; Worden 1991). The underlying premise is that the person adapts by confronting the issues associated with the loss and moves to an acceptance of life without the particular loss. Many of the authors describe a meandering route between these points.

One of the best-known models of grief is the one offered by William Worden. Following Freud’s theory of “grief work” Worden views grief as a series of tasks which the grieving person has to work through.

Task 1: to accept the reality of the loss

Task 2: to work through the pain of grief

Task 3: to adjust to a different type of environment

Task 4: to relocate the deceased and move on with life

Worden (1991) “There is a sense in which mourning can be finished when people regain an interest in life, feel more hopeful, experience gratification again and adapt to new roles. There is also a sense in which mourning is never finished”

Another sequential model is offered by Colin Murray-Parkes. He sees the psychological and social aspects of loss as bringing about a “psychosocial transition” from a known world to an unfamiliar and possibly frightening world. He suggests that humans live in a world of assumptions because of a need to predict. The particular features of the psychosocial transition areas are that people have to undertake a major revision of their assumptions about the world, that the implications are lasting rather than transient and that the changes take place over a relatively short period of time.

Parkes’ model is based on this concept.

-Stage 1: shock and disbelief.

-Stage 2: denial

-Stage 3: growing awareness

-Stage 4: acceptance

Implicit in the “grief work” models is the principle that suppressing or denying pain is inappropriate, and even harmful. Yet many people have described successful coping strategies which involved avoidance/ denial/ repression/ distraction. Also some people, far from ‘working through’, seem to feel that they go round in circles. 

Margaret Stroebe ‘dual process’ (1998) attempts to incorporate inhibitory or denying strategies alongside the more usual expression-of-feeling strategies.  According to this model when responding to loss a person needs to undertake, in varying proportions (according to the individual and cultural variations) both loss and restoration orientated coping. This is done through a process of oscillation between the two-sometimes confronting the issues involved in grief work and at other times avoiding the memories and concentrating on new and different things. In her model, Stroebe (1998) emphasises that adaptation to loss is about achieving a balance between the two orientations. She raises attention to cultural and gender differences. Her research demonstrates that in Western culture for example, women are more likely to confront emotional issues whilst men tend to concentrate on the more practical issues in restoration work.

Another challenge to the linear process comes from Haeberecht and Prior (1997) in their presentation of grief as spiritual chaos. Chaos they described as: 'a non-linear state: dynamic and turbulent at best, erratic and violent at worst'.

The application of chaos theory involves viewing life as a composition of loss and growth experiences. A distinction is made between entropic (death) and deterministic (limitless possibilities and potential) chaos. A positive concept therefore, chaos theory has been used to promote uniqueness, individuality and holism (Vicenzi 1994). The analogy of the butterfly effect is used to explain how, in grief an otherwise insignificant event can produce an overwhelming emotional response.

Spirituality is a universal concept related to, but not synonymous with, religious observation. Haeberecht and Prior (1997) compare Eastern and Western perspectives and observe similarities in the recognition of: 'the existence of an external law that rules the character of life and acts as a unifying principle'.

This would seem to link individuals, regardless of creed and culture with universal experiences such as loss.

Golden's (1995) observation of grief is a time when chaos is present in greater amounts than usual. Referring to the butterfly effect he promotes ritual as an intentional and important way of dealing with the chaos. In the case of grief, ritual allows the individual to temporarily, and in a safe way move from ordinary awareness into the pain and suffering experience of the loss. Ritual, he adds might simply be looking through a photograph album or a complex creative work of art or literature. For many individuals it will involve indigenous and/or religious traditions.

Golden's (1995) notion of ritual elders would seem to fit with the Stroebe's idea of balancing the loss and restoration orientation (1998). The ritual elder being the individual who has experienced the spiritual chaos of grief and created a space wherein the chaos is contained and workable. It is within this contained space that healing occurs.

Loss is an every day reality. How it is perceived, however, can vary enormously as can the effect that it has on an individual and on that individual's ability to integrate the resulting change in circumstances into their future life. We need to be more accepting that people can and do manage grief in different ways, and beware of judging people who don’t react according to any one model as ‘abnormal’. Different models reassure us that we can help people in different ways.
