7 Tips for Thriving After Loss
Pat Sharp Brown, Ph.D.

1. Don’t do this alone

You are already feeling more alone than ever before in your life. Your family and your friends want to help you, but our culture does not prepare us for how to do this. Make a list of the things others can do for you. Or better yet, put one item each on a slip of paper or a card. Pull one out when someone calls and asks what they can do to help you. Keep a jar handy with things that need to be done in it for your support crew to choose from. It helps you by not having to think of something on the spot, and further, you often feel as if you are burdening your support crew by asking for help. You can put anything on your to do cards or list, absolutely anything. 

Keep in mind that your family and friends are standing in the wings, unsure of how to support you. Give them something to work with. It can include: just hug me and rock me, don’t talk, just hug. Or buy fresh fruit and veggies for me. Or make me a fruit smoothie, or a hot cup of coffee. Bring over something for breakfast and let’s eat together. Clean out a closet, or a freezer. Look for something you can’t locate. Do the laundry. Shop for 2 days worth of meals. Don’t promise not to cry – you probably will.

2. Just Do Today										

After a death there seems to be an unending agenda of things that have to be done. Start making an organization system to keep track of all of these. Use a notebook binder with separators, one for each area: Insurance, Car, Mortgage, Credit Cards, Investments, etc. Keep copies of letters you have sent off, or phone calls you have made with who you spoke with and what the conclusion was. You will find your memory is greatly impaired during the first several months of grief. Keeping track of what you or your helpers have done can help you feel at least some semblance of control!

Don’t think you have to do everything right now. It will all evolve. It will all get done as it is needed. Just do what really needs to be done today. Don’t feel badly that you have no idea what needs to be done. Even if the death was anticipated, you won’t have prepared for this eventuality. Let’s others help you know what to do. 

3. Take Care of Yourself								 

Pamper and love yourself – you are the best one to do this for yourself. Act as if you are your own best parent. Love the little hurt child inside who is feeling very left alone and abandoned. Buy yourself a super soft cozy sweater to wrap up in as a hug, or give yourself one of his sweaters or sweatshirts to put on when feeling lonely. Buy yourself a grieving, cuddle shawl to wrap up in when feeling particularly sad. Allow yourself to feel sadness. This is a very important part of grieving. You must allow and honor your tears. Yes, it is very painful, but it must happen for your true healing.

Eat well.  We are what we eat. Especially now, take very good care of your mind and body by eating healthy foods – lots of fruits and vegetables. Eat frequently; 5 or 6 small “meals” give you strength throughout the day. Put a mixture of fruits in your blender and whirl up a smoothie. You can add yogurt or ice cream. Use orange juice or gingerale as a thinner. If you choose to eat only carbohydrates or sugars you get a surge of “feel good” energy, but it is followed by a crash. Try avoiding these crashes because it just makes everything harder and more distressing. 

Avoid alcohol – it just triggers weeping and waves of intense emotion. You have been injured. You are sorely hurt. You need fuel to do the work of grieving. If you do enjoy a glass or wine have some with food so it doesn’t play such havoc on your mind. Don’t make a meal out of alcohol and chips or popcorn! 

Exercise. Anything will do – but just get your body out of horizontal a couple of times a day. Do something physical before each meal, even 3-5 minutes worth of something can help bring you into balance in your emotions. Walk to the end of the driveway and back. Walk to the end of the block and back. Walk around the block. Fresh air and moving your body, filling your lungs with fresh air can really help. Make this commitment to yourself, even if you feel not up to it. It will help you keep moving forward, back to life again. 



4. Write											

Write down the thoughts that flood your mind. Pour them out on paper. Don’t be afraid to write anything. No one need ever see this journal but you. You will find it so therapeutic. It gives you the opportunity to check in with yourself, to see how you’re doing. 
There are several different formats available for how to do this listed in the Alive Again! Program. See www.thrivingdespitegrief.com website to order this set of workbooks. 

At some point, try writing a letter to your loved one, almost as if they could receive and read it. You may find yourself unable to do this at first. Don’t worry. You will know when you are able, and it will be so incredibly helpful. It will give you a sense of connection that you are missing so desperately. 

Don’t plan what you are going to write, just let your thoughts flow out of you. Don’t worry about spelling , punctuation, grammar, etc. You needn’t even use capitalization or punctuation. 

Finally, try to write a letter from your loved one back to you. You know them so well that you can predict what they would have wanted to say to you, if they could. While you cannot actually hear their voice anymore, you can hear it in your heart. You will be amazed at the wisdom and advice you will “receive” from your loved one. 

5. Practice Appreciation/Gratitude

This is a best-kept secret that can really move you out of your misery. At any given moment, but especially when you are feeling down and sorry for yourself find something, anything, to appreciate. Look around you. There are things everywhere. The design in the carpet. The pattern in the paper napkin. Your lovely, comfortable chair. The beauty of your home. The fact that your friend called you this morning. The beauty of a raindrop weeping down the window. Feel grateful for the nap you were able to take today. 

The beauty of practicing appreciation and gratitude is that while you are experiencing this emotion it is impossible to feel sad at the same time. The one replaces the other. It breaks the ever-spiraling downward feelings of despair and hopelessness. During my second husband’s memorial service I remember saying that I “had used prayer as the bridge between panic and peace”. My use of prayer was in the form of gratitude to my good God who knew and shared my sorrow. It would catapult me unmistakenly and amazingly from panic and fear to calm and peaceful feelings. I was overwhelmed at how easy it was to so suddenly shift from fear to peace. 

6. Understand the Stages of Grief

This is such an important piece of your healing that I advise you to download it from my website: www.thrivingdespitegrief.com. It is free. In this article I share my journeys through the 5 Stages of Grief after the death of my first husband after a 27 year marriage, and that of my second husband after an 18 year marriage. 

7. Know You Will Get Better							

Know, really know, that this feeling won’t last forever, even though you can’t imagine right now ever feeling better. It does decrease in intensity and pain. It does get better. Just like a spiral circles out in every larger circles from the point of origin, so too your grief will do this. At first, the points of searing pain from grief occur very frequently and quite strongly. Ever so gradually the spiral moves out and with it the episodes of weeping shorten and come around not quite so often. There are times, however, when you will be hit with a barrage of episodes, just when you thought you were getting better. This is not a set back. It is just a normal pattern of grieving through time. It will come and go for months to years. But it will gradually grow to be less and less frequent and less and less intense. You can count on it. If you do the work outlined here, seek counseling, and try the structure of something like the workbook program called Alive Again! available at www.thrivingdespitegrief.com. 
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