
Why the Grieving Process Lasts So Long 
 
It is often difficult for the family and friends of a person who has experienced the loss of a loved 
one to understand why the grieving process lasts so long.  They want to see us happy again and 
“getting on with life.”  It is therefore important to be aware of the many kinds and levels of loss 
that can accompany the death of a loved one.  This awareness may help us to be more patient and 
more gentle to ourselves and to others during the grieving process.  In addition to the obvious and 
overwhelming loss of our loved one, we will often experience other “secondary losses” as well: 
 

Loss of a Large Part of Ourselves. 
There is always a part of ourselves that was given to 
our loved one in a special way.  This chunk of 
ourselves is gone now, too. 
 
Loss of Identity.  Part of who we are includes what 
we did with and for the other person.  This part of 
ourselves can seem to be violently wrenched from 
our very being when a loved one dies. 
 
Loss of Self-Confidence.  The feeling of inadequacy, 
of not being able to do anything right, is often very 
strong after the death of a loved one.  A grieving 
person doesn’t always recognize his or her strength 
or wholeness. 
 
Loss of a Chosen Lifestyle.  Death forces us to begin 
a new lifestyle, whether we want to or not.  For 
example, a person who has chosen to be married is 
suddenly forced to be single again.  It is this sense of 
being forced into the situation that is so difficult. 
 
Loss of Security.  When a loved one dies, we lose 
even the most basic sense of security.  We don’t 
know what will happen next, or how we will respond 
emotionally, or how we should react in social 
situations.  If the loved one was a parent or spouse, 
we might also suffer from financial hardship or 
insecurity. 

 
Loss of Feeling Safe.  When death takes a loved one, 
we feel exposed to the harsh winds of life.  We are 
vulnerable as we have never been before, and we 
perceive our own mortality in a whole new way. 
 
Loss of Family Structure.  All families form a system.  
This system, which is often unrecognized and 

unnamed, is instantly changed by a death.  These 
changes can create adjustments among survivors 
that must be faced and worked out.  For example, if 
a child dies, no matter at what age or if a parent 
dies, no matter what age the children might be, a 
whole new set of relationships within the family 
must be developed. 
 
Loss of the Past.  When a loved one dies, he or she 
takes a history away that we do not share exactly 
with any other person.  While new or renewed 
friends and acquaintances can be very supportive 
and accepting, they do not share the sense of our 
past journey the way only our deceased loved one 
could. 
 
Loss of the Future.  Whereas with our loved one we 
may have felt very comfortable facing the future, 
without him or her it is often frightening to think 
ahead to next week or next month or next year.  We 
also fear that our future will be as painful as our 
present. 
 
Loss of Direction.  We can feel that our life doesn’t 
seem to have a purpose, that nothing seems to 
matter anymore. 
 
Loss of Dreams.  All of our plans can disappear in a 
moment with the death of a loved one.  We must 
learn to mourn the loss of those dreams and to 
dream new ones. 
 
Loss of Trust.  The deep levels of loss and insecurity 
we feel can make it very difficult to even trust 
ourselves, much less others, for a long time.  Part of 
the grieving process is to begin to take the risk of 
being hurt again. 



 
Loss of Sharing.  Depending on how close the loved 
one was to us, we can experience the loss of a friend 
or confidant with whom we could share our inmost 
thoughts and feelings.  We suddenly have no one 
who listens to the big events (and little nothings) of 
our daily existence. 
 
Loss of Focus.  The death of a loved one can affect us 
so strongly that we cannot focus on the day-to-day 
tasks of life that now seem to be “frivolous” or “non-
essential.” 
 
Loss of Control.  Because of the change that has 
been forced upon us, we conclude that we have no 
control over our life and that whatever choices we 
make are irrelevant or meaningless. 
 
Loss of Decision-Making Ability. 
Grieving people often ask others, “What should I 
do?”  Often, we become even more confused 
because everyone gives us a different answer.  This 
leads us to question our own ability to make 
decisions for ourselves. 

 
Loss of Humor, Happiness, Joy.  The sadness of 
death and the loss of one of the most important 
people in our life usually makes it very difficult for us 
to experience humor.  Nothing seems funny, and it 
seems somehow wrong that we should feel any 
sense of happiness or joy. 
 
Loss of Patience with Self.  We can feel inadequate 
when our feelings of grief last for a long time.  Even 
though the normal initial grieving period for most 
people after the loss of a close loved one is two to 
five years, we expect to feel better immediately and 
we regret the pain and trouble our grieving causes 
others. 
 
Loss of Health.  This is perhaps the most obvious and 
most dangerous secondary loss of all.  We can 
experience everything from physical ailments, 
including nausea, migraine headaches, muscle knots, 
and back problems, to psychological or spiritual 
afflictions such as depression or loss of faith. 
 
 

  
There are many other kinds of secondary losses that we can, and not everyone experiences each 
secondary loss at the same level of intensity.  Still, the list helps us understand why the grieving process 
takes so long and why nothing can replace it.  If we are to move beyond our grief, we must admit, 
confront, and overcome each of our losses.  It takes time for these wounds to form scars, for the 
darkness of grief to give way to the light of life.
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