Theories of grief and loss

The Whirlpool of Grief
This model of parental experiences of grief was developed by a Paediatrician, Dr Richard Wilson, who worked with parents following Sudden Infant Death in the 1980s and realised conventional understandings of bereavement did not take into account the experiences of those who had lost a child. In 1992 he constructed this model which parents agreed helped them to make sense of their experiences.

The model suggests an unsuspecting oarsman travelling along ‘The River of Life’ who is suddenly plunged down the ‘Waterfall of Bereavement’ to the ‘Whirlpool of Grief’ below. The whirlpool carries you round and around going over the same emotions time and again with occasional respite in the shallows. Sometimes you hit rocks that cause physical pain and symptoms, even as you travel on, accepting the loss and reality of the new situation triggers can bring back the intensity of pain as you hit a different rock. Some people stay on the sand bank, remaining ‘washed up’ and disorganised for long periods. Gradually, at different rates of flow, the ‘River of Life’ leads to calmer waters. It is though, a river that flows in a different place. 

Many parents have written about the enduring nature of their grief,  that there is always a shadow following the loss of a child which may almost disappear at times whilst at others,  such as anniversaries or when developmental milestones would have been expected, the shadow can loom dark and large.
Hopefully parents and siblings will find a way to manage their journeys after the loss of a child, find their own meanings and resolutions.
Puddle jumping

Parents will often wonder about siblings’ mood swings or apparent ability to be distressed by their loss at one point and playing happily with friends the next. It may help them to understand that this is a normal coping mechanism in young people, who splash about in puddles of feelings rather than flow from one to another.
Worden’s four phases of grief

This model emphasises the tasks of mourning which can help those supporting families by suggesting different mode of helping as the grieving work progresses. As with all models it is important to remember that there will be many influences on how individuals pass through the stages and that bereaved parents are unlikely to emotionally withdraw from the child they have lost.

	Phase
	Features
	Task

	1 
Denial

2    Pain/

Distress

3 

Realisation
4

Adjustment
	Shock, disbelief, sense of unreality

Hurt, anger, guilt, worthlessness, searching

Depression, apathy, fantasy

Readiness to engage in new activities and relationships
	To accept the loss, and what it means

To experience the pain of grief

Making adjustments to life without the deceased

Relocation of emotional energy elsewhere


The death of a child is not just the end of a journey for parents, it is also the beginning of one that may have a very unclear path.
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