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Grief and Trauma

Session Objectives
§ Provide an integrated understanding of our
universal, innate responses to grief and trauma
§ Examine the processes of grief and trauma in mind,
body and spirit
§ Review how social trends and current global events
are impacting grief, trauma and healing
§ Offer strategies for supporting ourselves and others
when experiencing grief and trauma

Grief and Trauma

How are Grief and Trauma Related?
§ Natural, innate, universal human experiences
§ Each person has both universal and unique
responses in mind, body and spirit
§ We can consciously choose paths to healing
§ Can be experiences that lead to meaning and
spiritual growth
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What is Grief?
§ Grief is a natural, universal human response to loss
§ Love and grief are a package deal
§ We need to experience our own individual grief
process
§ All humans need their grief witnessed
§ Ongoing process not meant to fit neatly into
discrete stages with a completion timeline
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What is Grief?
§ Feelings of emptiness, hopelessness, groundlessness,
hurt, anger, confusion, sadness, and guilt
§ Our experience of grief is shaped by circumstances
surrounding the death or loss and by the sum total of
our cultural beliefs, life experiences, family, religion
and personality
§ Grief is unavoidable and the grief process does not
end in closure
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Types of Grief
§ “Normal” grief
§ Anticipatory grief
§ Delayed grief
§ Complicated grief (traumatic or prolonged)
§ Cumulative grief
§ Collective grief
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Healthy Grieving Helps Us Avoid:
§ Disenfranchised (ambiguous) grief
§ Chronic grief
§ Masked grief
§ Distorted grief
§ Exaggerated and Inhibited grief
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What is Trauma Response?
§ Trauma response is a natural, innate reaction to a
perceived overwhelming threat to life and survival
§ Trauma response is automatic and rooted in survival
instincts
§ We experience traumatic stress symptoms first and
foremost in the body
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What is Trauma Response?
§ Whether an event is traumatic depends on
individual perception
§ Freeze-Flight-Fight response is initiated, but
discharge of energy or resolution of the survival
response is inhibited
§ Natural rebounding abilities get stuck
§ Sense of safety is diminished and perceptions of
threat increase
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What is Trauma response?
§ Responses to trauma are instinctual and protective
§ Immediate responses include: hyperarousal,
constriction, dissociation, denial, and feelings of
helplessness, immobility, or freezing
§ Unresolved trauma can lead to ongoing avoidance,
hypervigilance, recurring intrusive memories of
trauma, re-experiencing the event(s), and
continued physiological hyperarousal

Stages of Grief

Denial
In death and dying process
(Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, 1969)
Denying impending death
or the existence of terminal
illness; inability to look at
reality

In Grief and Grieving
§ Symbolic denial of the loss of
a loved one
§ Disbelief when the mind
cannot process the loss
§ Paralyzed with shock
§ Protective response helps
survive the loss

Stages of Grief

Anger
In death and dying process
(Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, 1969)
Anger, rage, envy, and
resentment often displaced
onto others; “why me?”

In Grief and Grieving
§ Surfaces when you are
feeling safe enough to know
you can survive the process
§ Gives structure to feelings of
nothingness of loss
§ Gradually gives way to pain
of loss and other deeper
hidden feelings

Stages of Grief

Bargaining
In death and dying process
(Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, 1969)
Vowing to make changes to
be spared from death;
longing to reset the way
things were

In Grief and Grieving
§ Questions of “What if…?” and
“If only…”
§ Accompanied by guilt about
what we could have done
differently
§ Protects with temporary relief
and avoidance of pain of loss

Stages of Grief

Depression
In death and dying process
(Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, 1969)
Sadness, helplessness and
loneliness as one moves into
the present and responds
fully to loss and death

In Grief and Grieving
§ Appropriate response to
great loss
§ May feel life is pointless with
apathy and shutting down
§ Protective, natural shutting
down of the nervous system
while one is adapting to
overwhelming emotions

Stages of Grief

Acceptance

In Grief and Grieving

In death and dying process
(Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, 1969)

§ Acknowledge the reality of
the loss

Coming to terms with fate,
neither angry nor depressed,
able to express feelings and
move to quiet expectation

§ Accepting loved one is
physically gone
§ Recognizing that there is a
new reality and that it is
permanent
§ Does not mean you are okay
with what has happened
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Stages of Grief in Trauma
§ Denial: The mind protects the organism by
relegating the experience to the unconscious for
survival
§ Anger: Protective fight response and rage at factors
involved in trauma; gives structure to pain
§ Bargaining: Desire to reset experience and “undo”
traumatic event(s)
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Stages of Grief in Trauma
§ Depression: A protective drawing in with sadness,
feelings of helplessness and cognitions reflecting
high threat and low safety; disconnecting from
others with a focus on survival can lead to isolation
§ Acceptance: Acknowledging the reality of the
trauma and learning to live with new reality
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Grief and Trauma in Today’s World
§ Advances in technology, increasing social media
use, and cultural value on speed and productivity
decrease meaningful connection
§ Grief and trauma become suppressed
§ Maladaptive coping and symptoms increase
§ Vicious cycle resulting in poor health outcomes
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Grief and Trauma in Today’s World
§ COVID has brought grief and trauma to the
forefront
§ Physical distancing has forced the choice
§ Technology now being used more consciously and
awareness and attention are refocused
§ Potential for profound transformation, individually
and collectively

Stages of Grief

Sixth Stage of
Grief: Meaning
Finding Meaning:
The Sixth Stage of Grief
(David Kessler, 2019)

§ First step in finding meaning is
acceptance
§ Helps us make sense of grief
and find a path forward
§ Find meaning everywhere;
everyone can find meaning
§ Pain is inevitable, suffering is
optional
§ Life ends for everyone, but
love does not

Stages of Grief

Finding Meaning:
(David Kessler, 2019)

§ Meaning is relative and
personal
§ Meaning takes time – maybe
months or years after loss
§ Meaning doesn’t require
understanding or having
answers

§ Even when you find meaning,
you will not feel it was worth
the cost of the loss
§ Your loss is not a test, a gift, or
a blessing. Loss is simply what
happens to you in life
§ Only you can find your own
meaning
§ Meaningful connections will
heal painful memories

Making Meaning

Growing from Trauma
§ Develop the capacity to face uncomfortable and
frightening sensations and feelings without becoming
overwhelmed by them
§ Same system that gets us into prolonged trauma can
also heal by helping us resolve the freeze-flight-fight
response and build innate capacity for self-regulation
§ Provide a corrective experience by replacing passive
responses of collapse and helplessness with active,
empowered, defensive responses.

Making Meaning

Growing from Trauma
§ Learn to read and trust the body’s messages
through embodiment and awareness
§ Physical sensations let us know we are alive and real
§ Linking external and internal physical sensory
information to emotions and thoughts creates a
connection that leads to feelings of belongingness
and goodness
§ Stay in the present from moment to moment
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Growing through Grief
§ Be present and willing to experience pain as
you’re able
§ Participate in your personal grief process rather
than avoid it
§ We can always choose how to respond, even in
the worst of circumstances. Make a choice to live
§ The decision to live fully is a declaration that leads
to action and meaning-making
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Growing through Grief
§ Grief must be witnessed: without judgment, fixing,
minimizing or sanitizing
§ Witnessing is the need for someone to be fully
present to the magnitude of the loss
§ Engage in rituals and practices to grieve as a
community – we heal as a tribe
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Growing through Grief
§ You are the creator of your future. Grieve fully then
live fully – don’t let your past dictate your future
Everything can be taken from a man but one thing:
the last of the human freedoms - to choose one’s
attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose
one’s own way. Viktor Frankl (1905-1997)
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Growing through Grief
§ Ask yourself “What is meaningful?” and “What is
meaningful for my loved one(s)?”
§ How can you honor your loved one(s)?
§ How can you create a different life that includes
them?
§ How can you use your experience to help others?
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Growing through Grief
§ Meaning looks like gratitude, service, and finding
ways to commemorate and honor loved ones
§ Meaning, like grief, is unique and comes from all
that makes you who you are
§ Stay in the present while honoring the past and
cultivating hope for the future

Making Meaning

Final Thoughts
§ All trauma has grief but not all grief is traumatic
§ Make a conscious choice to grieve fully and then
live fully
§ Pain is inevitable, ongoing suffering is optional
§ We have an extraordinary opportunity at this
moment to collectively transform how we move
through grief and trauma
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