HIERARCHY OF GRIEF COMPONENTS

One important concept in understanding grief is based on differentiating three major components of grief:  intellectual, emotional and spiritual.  For each category, there is a list of manifestations and typical symptoms.  For many of us, the intellectual aspect of grief is most familiar because we are used to analyzing and studying topics much as we were taught in school.   Though most comfortable for most people, staying in the intellect while grieving won’t ultimately work.  Similarly, focusing primarily on the spiritual aspect by striving to accept the loss in a way we think of as spiritual usually results in frustration.  While all three aspects of grief require attention, it is necessary to focus first on the emotional aspect.  It is only after addressing emotional needs that a griever is able to devote energy to intellectual or spiritual ones.

There is a well-worn theory of human motivation which is helpful
 in illustrating this concept.  According to Abraham Maslow, people
[image: image1.emf]must satisfy basic needs in a certain order before being able to 
focus on higher order concerns like self-realization.  Rather like a 
pyramid, you must start at the bottom with the foundation.  In 
Maslow’s hierarchy, one must first satisfy physiological needs 
(food, water, air, sleep) before attending to the next level  of 
safety needs (home, job, finances) before moving on to the 
subsequent levels of social (friendship, belonging, love), 
self-esteem (self-respect, achievement, recognition)  and 
ultimately self-actualization (truth, justice, wisdom, meaning).  

Applying this concept to grief, it becomes clear that intellectual 

and spiritual components are accessible only after an emotional 

foundation is laid.
It is impossible to resolve grief by intellectualizing or rationalizing the loss (e.g., at least we have other children;  perhaps he was spared a worse fate ….) or by calling upon spiritual justifications (e.g., God never gives you more than you can handle or everything happens for a reason) without FIRST dealing with feelings.   However tempting it might be to deal with philosophical issues, those can only be helpful IF the emotions have been acknowledged first.   You would never tell someone whose arm was just amputated that time will heal or that this may be a blessing in disguise.   Why then do people feel compelled to say that to a newly bereaved parent? 

However well-intentioned, these types of comments tend to hurt rather than help.  In trying to help those who are in grief, it may be useful to help them sort out comments people make that are hurtful.  It is reassuring to know that this is a common situation.  So many people are uncomfortable with strong emotion and grief that it this is a common problem for a majority of grievers.  Simply translating the intent of the comment or explaining that people say these things in an attempt to take away the pain can be helpful.  One useful role a support person can play is to normalize this common dilemma grievers’ face.
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