
 
 

Grief and Bereavement  

cancer.org | 1.800.227.2345

Coping with the Loss of a Loved One 
Working through grief can be hard, but there are things that can help. This includes
some steps you can take on your own and others will need support from other people. 

Grief and Bereavement●

Seeking Help and Support for Grief and Loss●

Many people think of grief as a single instance or as a short time of pain or sadness in
response to a loss – like the tears shed at a loved one’s funeral. But grieving includes
the entire emotional process of coping with a loss, and it can last a long time. The
process involves many different emotions, actions, and expressions, all of which help a
person come to terms with the loss of a loved one.

Grief●

Mourning●

Bereavement●

Children and grief●

How long does the grieving process last?●

Difficult relationships●

Grief  

Grief is how a person reacts to the loss of a loved one. You may feel sad, angry, numb,
confused, and many other emotions. You may act differently from what you normally
would. It is a process you go through and you may feel many different emotions over
time. Grief is different for everyone - there is no wrong way to grieve.
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We may hear the time of grief being described as "normal grieving," but this simply
refers to a process anyone may go through, and none of us experiences grief the same
way. This is because grief doesn’t look or feel the same for everyone. And every loss is
different.

The three types of grief are:

Anticipatory grief

Some people start grieving before their loved one’s death. They might start to think
about how life will change after their loved one’s death, feel anxious or sad, or become
more concerned about how their loved one is feeling. This is called anticipatory grief. It
is normal and allows the person who is dying and their loved ones to deal with any
issues that have not been resolved. It is part of preparing for the loss of a loved one.

Having anticipatory grief does not change how a person grieves after their loved one
dies. When their loved one dies, many people still feel shocked and sad.  For most
people, the actual death starts the normal grieving process.

Common or normal grief

Each person feels grief in their own way and there can be many ups and downs to the
grieving process. Some days will be better than others and, over time, the grief will most
often lift.

Here a some of the more common ways that people might react to the loss of a loved
one.

Emotions

You may feel shock, numbness, sadness, denial, despair, and/or anger. You might have
anxiety or depression. You can also feel guilty, relieved, or helpless. You may find
yourself wishing for the time before your loved one was told they have cancer.

When you are grieving, reminders like a song or comment that makes you think of your
loved one can make you cry. You might also cry for no reason.

You may also feel differently about your religion, faith, or spirituality. Grief and loss can
make you question your beliefs or how you see the world. It may also deepen your faith
or help you to understand the meaning of life in a new way.
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Thoughts

You may experience disbelief, confusion, and have trouble concentrating. You might not
be able to think of anything except the loss of the person who died. You may also have
dreams about your loved one or see or hear things that other people don’t
(hallucinations).

Physical feelings

Grief can cause physical feelings. Your throat or chest feels tight or heavy. You might
feel sick to your stomach or don’t feel like eating. Some people who find it hard to eat
may lose weight.

Other physical feelings include dizziness, headaches, numbness, muscle weakness or
tension, pain, and extreme tiredness. You may be more likely to feel unwell or become
ill.

Behaviors

When you are grieving, it is normal for you to act differently.  You may have trouble
falling or staying asleep. You might not enjoy your favorite food or activities. You may
be irritable or have a short temper. Sometimes you may feel like you have no energy, or
you might feel restless and be much more active than usual.

You may find yourself staying away from social activities. You might feel alone and not
want other people around much of the time. 

All these feelings and ways of acting are normal when you are grieving. But if they don’t
let up over time, you may need to seek help.

Complicated or unresolved grief

For some people, grief goes on for a long time and seems to not lessen. Symptoms of
complicated or unresolved grief might include:

Continuing to not believe that their loved one has died●

Continued emotional numbness over the loss●

Thinking very often about the loved one or how they died●

Intense sorrow and emotional pain, sometimes including bitterness or anger●

Not being able to enjoy good memories about the loved one●
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Blaming oneself for the death●

Wishing to die to be with the loved one●

Avoiding reminders of their loss●

Constant longing for the deceased●

Feeling alone, detached or distrustful of others●

Trouble pursuing interests or planning for the future●

Feeling that life is meaningless or empty without the loved one●

Loss of identity or purpose in life, feeling like part of them died with the loved one●

Some people are more likely to develop complicated grief. Spouses and parents are
most at risk. Other factors that may increase the risk are:

Having several losses in a short period of time●

History of anxiety●

Trouble coping in the past●

If you or anyone close to the deceased has symptoms of complicated grief, talk with a
health care provider or mental health professional. Mental health treatment can help
people with complicated grief. People with complicated grief are at risk of their
symptoms getting worse and more at risk of committing suicide.

Mourning  

Mourning is how grief and loss are shown in public. Mourning might involve religious
beliefs or rituals. Our ethnic background and cultural customs can affect mourning.  The
rituals of mourning, such as seeing friends and family and preparing for the funeral and
burial, can give some structure to the grieving process.

Bereavement  

Bereavement is the period of time when you are sad after the loss of the loved one. This
is when you feel grief and are in mourning. 

Children and grief  

Children of all ages go through grief, sadness, and despair after losing someone they
love, especially when that person is a parent. Even though the grieving process might
look different from that of adults, it is important to be aware of the signs and support the
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child through it1.

How long does the grieving process last?  

Each person grieves in their own way. And it can take a different amount of time for
each person.

There is no ‘right’ length of time for a person to grieve. It’s important for the person who
has lost a loved one to be allowed the time they need to work through their grief.

The person who has lost a loved one may feel better for a while, only to become sad
again. Sometimes, people wonder how long the grieving process will last, and when
they can expect some relief. There’s no right answer to this question. But how deep a
person’s grief is and how long it lasts can be affected by:

Their relationship with the person who died●

How the loved one died●

Their own life experiences●

What death means to them●

Their cultural practices●

It’s common for the grief process to take a year or longer. Grief most often gets less
intense over time, but the sense of loss can last for decades. Certain events, mementos
or memories can bring back strong emotions, that usually last for a short time.

Difficult relationships  

A person who had a difficult relationship with the person who died is often surprised by
the painful emotions they have after the death. They may mourn the relationship they
wished they had with the person who died and letting go of any chance of having it.

Other people might feel relief, and some may feel nothing at all at the death of such a
person. Regret and guilt are common, too. This is all a normal part of dealing with the
loss.

Hyperlinks
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Working through grief can be hard, but there are things that can help. This includes
some steps you can take on your own and others that will need support from other
people.

Coping with grief and loss●

Getting support●

Family changes after a loss●

Losing a child●

Helping someone who is grieving●

Watch for signs that the person needs professional help●

Coping with grief and loss  

If you have lost a loved one, the following tips might be helpful :

Let yourself feel the pain, sadness and other emotions. Let yourself cry or express
your feelings in other ways.  

●

Find ways to express your emotions. You might want to share your feelings with
people you trust.  Or you could keep a journal to help express and work through
your emotions. Some people find they can best express how they’re feeling through
art or music. Find a way that works for you.

●

Be patient. Let yourself heal in your own way and time. Know that it can take
months to years to cope with a major loss and accept your changed life.

●

Don’t compare your grief to others. Each person has their unique way of grieving.  ●

Forgive yourself for all the things you did or didn’t say or do. Forgiving yourself and
others can help you heal.

●

Try to keep your life as normal as much as possible. For most people, it is best to
not make any major life changes (for example, moving, changing jobs, changing
important relationships) during the first year after you lose someone.

●

Find ways to distract yourself, like going to a movie, dinner, or a ball game; reading
a good book; listening to music; or getting a massage or manicure.

●

Take care of yourself. Try to eat well, exercise and get enough sleep. Walking,
swimming, dancing, yoga, or other activities that you enjoy can help you feel
stronger and more relaxed. And allow yourself to do things you find relaxing, like

●
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hot baths, naps, and reading a good book.
Avoid drinking too much alcohol or using other drugs. This might dull your emotions
so that you take longer to go through the grieving process. Using these substances
might also increase the risk for unresolved grief and other problems.

●

Prepare for holidays, birthdays, and anniversaries knowing that strong feelings
might come back. Decide if you want to keep certain traditions or create new ones.
Plan what you want to do and who you want to be with during these times. Do
something to honor the memory of your loved one.

●

Getting support  

Family members, friends, support groups, community organizations, or mental health
professionals (therapists or counselors) all might be able to help as you resolve your
grief.

Talk with them about your loss, your memories, and your experience of the life and
death of your loved one. Don’t think you are protecting your family and friends by not
expressing your sadness. Ask others for what you need.

Join a bereavement support group.

Being with other people who have lost a loved one can help you feel less alone.  They
can offer practical advice and information. Many hospices, hospitals, and community
organizations have these types of support groups.  If you can’t find a group near you,
online groups may be helpful.

Bereavement counseling

Bereavement or grief counseling helps people cope with the loss of a loved one. It gives
people a safe place to get in touch with, share and work to accept and resolve the
emotions that can come with grief.  This counseling can also help people learn how to
live their lives without their loved one.

Bereavement care is offered through hospices for up to 13 months. If your loved one
wasn’t in hospice, check with your cancer care or palliative care provider for help.

Family changes after a loss  
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When a loved one dies, it affects all their family members and loved ones. Each family
finds its own ways of coping with death. A family’s reactions are affected by their
cultural and spiritual values as well as by the relationships among family members. It
takes time for a bereaved family to recover.

Families need to grieve together as well as each member on their own to help the family
cope. Each person will have different needs. Family members should try to be open and
honest with each other. This is not the time for family members to hide their feelings to
try and protect one another.

The loss of one person in a family means that roles in the family will change. Family
members will need to talk about the effects of this change and how things will work
going forward. This is a time to be even more gentle and patient with each other.

Losing a child  

Losing a child may be the hardest thing a parent ever has to go through. People who
have lost a child have stronger grief reactions. They often have more anger, guilt,
physical symptoms, greater depression, and feel a loss of meaning and purpose in life.
A loss is tragic at any age, but the sense of unfairness of a life unfulfilled can make the
anger and rage parents feel even stronger.

A longer and slower grief process should be expected when someone loses a child. The
grief may worsen with time as the parents see other children grow and do things their
child never will.

Bereaved parents especially may be helped by a grief support group. These groups
may be available in the local community. You can ask your child’s cancer care team for
referral to counseling or local groups.

Helping someone who is grieving  

Many people feel awkward when trying to comfort someone who is grieving. You may
not know what to say or do. The following tips may be helpful.

What to say

Acknowledge the death. It’s okay to use the word “died.” Example: “I heard that
your loved one died.” This shows that you are open to talk about how the person
feels.

●
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Share your sorrow. Example: “I’m sorry to hear that this happened to you.”●

Don’t hide your feelings. Example: “I’m not sure what to say, but I want you to know
I care.”

●

Offer your support. Example: “Tell me what I can do for you.”●

Ask how they feel and listen to the answer. Encourage them to talk about their
feelings and share memories of their loved one.

●

Don’t try to force them to talk. Not everyone is ready to share how they are feeling.●

Don’t offer false comfort or minimize the loss. They need you to listen, not say
things like “they’re no longer in pain” or “you’ll get over it in time”. Avoid telling the
person “You’re so strong.” This puts pressure on them to hold in feelings and keep
acting “strong.”

●

What to do

Just be with them. Even if you don’t know what to say, having someone near can
be comforting.

●

Be patient. It can take a long time to recover from the loss of a loved one. Just be
there in case they want to talk.

●

Offer to help with errands, babysitting, shopping, housework, cooking, driving, or
yardwork. Sometimes people want help and sometimes they don’t. They may not
take you up on your offer, but remember they’re not rejecting you. And don’t be
afraid to offer again as time goes on.

●

Continue to offer support even after the first shock wears off. Recovery takes a long
time.

●

It may help to check in with the bereaved on anniversaries of the death, marriage,
and birthday of the deceased, since those can be very tough.

●

Watch for signs that the person needs professional help  

If the grieving person begins to abuse alcohol or drugs, doesn’t take care of themselves,
becomes ill, or talks about suicide, it may be a sign of complicated griefor depression.
Talk to them about getting professional help.

If you believe someone is thinking about suicide, don’t leave them alone. Try to get the
person to get help from their doctor or the nearest hospital emergency room right away.
If that’s not possible, call 911. If you can safely do so, remove firearms and other tools
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for suicide.
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