COUNSELING SKILLS AND TECHNIQUES

4. GRIEF COUNSELING

4.1. What Do Grief and Bereavement Really Mean?

Most can agree with the simplistic definition that grief is a keen mental suffering
or distress over affliction or loss, sharp sorrow, and/or painful regret. As we can
see, grief is not too abstract a term for us to define, because to some degree we
have all experienced grief or seen it displayed in others. Though it is not a hard
term to wrap meaning around, it is however a complex entity in itself. It is
presented differently in everyone through variances in intensity, complexity,
duration, and the properties and stages that one experiences. Webster also defines
bereavement as the “state of sorrow over the death or departure of a loved one”.
This term also seems pretty simple and equates to the reactions one goes through
after losing a loved one. Again, the terms may be simple, but the emotions attached
to both are very complex. Now that there is an established common understanding
of the terms, one might raise the question, is there a difference between grief and
bereavement? Yes. Most experts offer an explanation similar to the following:
bereavement is a term specifically used to describe the effects experienced from
the death of a significant other, whereas grief can describe any sort of loss not
necessarily related to death, i.e.. loss of control, loss of money, or divorce.

Stages of Grief

In 1969, Elisabeth Kubler-Ross published a model to explain the stages of grief.
This model is not specific to bereavement or the death of someone. Rather, this
model is used for grief associated with trauma and change. In the matter of grief
associated with death, this model can be applied to anticipatory grief experienced
by one who is facing their own death or to the loved ones who are preparing for the
death of a significant one in addition to the bereavement experienced following the
death of someone. She denotes that there are five stages: denial, anger, bargaining,
depression and acceptance. She also states that the bereaved may not go through
all five stages, nor follow the steps in sequence, and that one may experience a
stage more than once. She does express that most individuals will experience at
least two of the stages. The stages are not linear nor are they equal in the time one



spends per stage. A person does not have to complete a stage in order to progress
into another stage.

4.2. Goals of Grief Counseling & Grief Therapy

There is a difference in the goals of grief counseling and grief therapy. The term
grief counseling is most often reserved for helping someone work through the
process of grief via one-on-one counseling or through group work. The goals of
grief counseling are to aid the individual through uncomplicated, normal grief to a
healthy resolution of the tasks of grieving within a reasonable amount of time.

Goals of grief counseling typically include helping the bereaved move toward
acceptance through guiding the individual to talk about the loss, who the person
was to them, and the circumstances surrounding the death. In addition, it is
important to help the bereaved label and describe their feelings and emotions
encompassing the loss. Another important goal of grief counseling is to help the
individual learn coping strategies for tough times, such as anniversaries, holidays,
birthdays, and milestones. Letting the bereaved know that the emotions they are
feeling are normal and expected is also a significant component of grief
counseling. Two very critical constituents of grief counseling include helping the
bereaved to understand their coping behavior and to identify coping mechanisms
that are problematic or unhealthy for the individual. Without these basic
principles, the person may continue these unhealthy patterns and may need more
extensive treatment such as grief therapy.

Grief counseling is a form of psychotherapy that aims to help people cope with
grief and mourning following the death of loved ones, or with major life changes
that trigger feelings of grief (e.g., divorce). Grief counselors feel that everyone
experiences and expresses grief in their own way, often shaped by culture. They
believe that it is not uncommon for a person to withdraw from their friends and
family and feel helpless; some might be angry and want to take action. Some may
laugh. Grief counselors hold that one can expect a wide range of emotion and
behavior associated with grief. Some counselors believe that in all places and
cultures, the grieving person benefits from the support of others. Further, grief
counselors believe that where such support is lacking, counseling may provide an
avenue for healthy resolution. Grief counselors believe that grief is a process the
goal of which is "resolution.” The field further believes that where the process of
grieving is interrupted, for example, by simultaneously having to deal with
practical issues of survival or by being the strong one and holding a family
together, grief can remain unresolved and later resurface as an issue for counseling.
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Grief counseling becomes necessary when a person is so disabled by their grief,
overwhelmed by loss to the extent that their normal coping processes are disabled
or shut down. Grief counseling facilitates expression of emotion and thought about
the loss, including sadness, anxiety, anger, loneliness, guilt, relief, isolation,
confusion, or numbness. It includes thinking creatively about the challenges that
follow loss and coping with concurrent changes in their lives. Often people feel
disorganized, tired, have trouble concentrating, sleep poorly and have vivid
dreams, and experience change in appetite. These too are addressed in counseling.
Grief counseling facilitates the process of resolution in the natural reactions to loss.
It is appropriate for reaction to losses that have overwhelmed a person's coping
ability. There are considerable resources online covering grief or loss counseling
such as the Grief Counseling Resource Guide from the New York State Office of
Mental Health.

Grief counseling may be called upon when a person suffers anticipatory grief, for
example an intrusive and frequent worry about a loved one whose death is neither
imminent nor likely. Anticipatory mourning also occurs when a loved one has a
terminal illness. This can handicap that person's ability to stay present whilst
simultaneously holding onto, letting go of, and drawing closer to the dying relative.
In March 2007, grief counseling and grief therapy were placed on a list of
treatments that have the potential to cause harm in clients in the APS journal,
Perspectives on Psychological Science. In particular, individuals experiencing
"relatively normal bereavement reactions” may experience worse outcomes after
receiving grief counseling.

Grief therapy is a term used for more serious or complicated grief reactions that
usually fall under four main types including exaggerated grief, chronic grief,
masked grief, and delayed grief. The main goal of grief therapy is to identify and
resolve the conflicts of separation that interfere with the completion of the tasks of
mourning, such as the four complicated grief reactions mentioned above. Grief
therapy entails talking about the loss and determining if there is minimal or
exacerbated emotions surrounding the loss. Grief therapy is intended to allow the
bereaved to see that negative, uncomfortable feelings and emotions do not preclude
more positive ones, and vice versa.

There is a distinction between grief counseling and grief therapy. Counseling
involves helping people move through uncomplicated, or normal, grief to health
and resolution. Grief therapy involves the use of clinical tools for traumatic or
complicated grief reactions. This could occur where the grief reaction is prolonged
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or manifests itself through some bodily or behavioral symptom, or by a grief
response outside the range of cultural or psychiatrically defined normality.

Grief therapy is a kind of psychotherapy used to treat severe or complicated
traumatic grief reactions, which are usually brought on by the loss of a close
person (by separation or death) or by community disaster. The goal of grief therapy
Is to identify and solve the psychological and emotional problems which appeared
as a consequence. They may appear as behavioral or physical changes,
psychosomatic disturbances, delayed or extreme mourning, conflictual problems or
sudden and unexpected mourning. Grief therapy may be available as individual or
group therapy. A common area where grief therapy has been extensively applied is
with the parents of cancer patients.

4.3. Grief/Trauma Counseling & Post-Trauma

Anticipating the impact of loss or trauma (to the extent than anyone can), and
during and after the events of loss or trauma, each person has unique emotional
experiences and ways of coping, of grieving and of reacting or not. Sudden, violent
or unexpected loss or trauma imposes additional strains on coping. When a
community is affected such as by disaster both the cost and sometimes the supports
are greater. Weeping, painful feelings of sadness, anger, shock, guilt, helplessness
and outrage are not uncommon. These are particularly challenging times for
children who may have had little experience managing strong affects within
themselves or in their family. These feelings are all part of a natural healing
process that draws on the resilience of the person, family and community.

Time and the comfort and support of understanding loved ones and once strangers
who come to their aid, supports people healing in their own time and their own
way. Research shows that resilience is ordinary rather than extraordinary. The
majority of people who survive loss and trauma do not go on to develop PTSD.
Some remain overwhelmed. This article addresses counseling with complex grief
and trauma, not only complex post-traumatic stress disorder but those conditions of
traumatic loss and psychological trauma that for a number of reasons are enduring
or disabling. For example, where an adult is periodically immobilized by
unwelcome and intrusive recall of the sudden and violent death of a parent in their
childhood.

One that they were unable to grieve because they were the strong one who held the
family together, or whose feelings of outrage and anger were unacceptable or
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unmanageable at the time or because the loss of the breadwinner catapulted the
family into a precipitous fall losing home, community and means of support.
Because of the interconnectedness of trauma, PTSD, human development,
resiliency and the integration of the self, counseling of the complex traumatic
aftermath of a violent death in the family, for example, require an integrative
approach, using a variety of skills and techniques to best fit the presentation of the
problem.

Disruption in the previously supportive bonds of attachment and of the person's
ability to manage their own affects challenges traditional, so called 'non-directive'
client centered counseling approaches. One example of this paradigm shift in
approaches is the Multi-theoretical Psychotherapy of Jeff Brooks-Harris. The post-
traumatic self may not be the same person as before. This can be the source of
shame, secondary shocks after the event and of grief for the lost unaltered self,
which impacts on family and work. Counseling in these circumstances is designed
to maximize safety, trauma processing, and reintegration regardless of the specific
treatment approach.
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