Supporting Families and Children After Loss
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Change and loss are a constant part of life. The experience of grief in association with change is also a part of life. Yet there is a tendency in our `quick-fix' Western society to shy away from the topic of grief. Dealing with great sadness in our own lives can be extremely difficult. We can also feel quite helpless as we witness the pain of others. Their grief can remind us of our own vulnerability to loss. For these reasons, many forms of grief remain unacknowledged, and individuals and families can be left without adequate support.
In recent years there have been changes in the ways we provide emotional support to individuals and families who experience grief following a death. However there has perhaps been less focus on the grief of children and adults who are experiencing marriage difficulties or who may be working through a separation or divorce. Funerals and memorial services follow a death. But there are few `grief-acknowledging' or `grief-affirming' rituals associated with separation and divorce. `Compassionate leave' affirms that individuals are allowed and expected to grieve, but again such leave is usually granted in relation to a death rather than divorce or separation.

The grief experienced by family members following relationship difficulties is extremely real. If there has already been a separation, the reality for many women and children is that they may suffer financial hardship. They may lose the family home, and children may have to change schools and make new friendships. There may be continuing problems about parental access, and children may find themselves shunted between homes. Access to grandparents can also be lost.

Individuals grieve relationships at their own pace. Parents may simply be too caught up in the financial and legal complexities to notice or respond to their children's grief. If parents form new relationships, other issues may arise. The reality may not live up to their dream. There may be disappointment that the children do not form a close bond with the new partner. 
If parents form new relationships, they may fail to recognise that their children may continue to grieve the `family that was', as well as old routines, places and relationships. Children frequently tell us that they grieve for the family pet that somehow disappeared when the new living arrangements were made. If the new `blended' household includes other children, then children may feel distressed as they find they are no longer `the youngest', `the oldest', etc.

Children can feel responsible for the separation. They may continue to hope that parents will get back together, even after this is no longer likely. Most importantly, they often think that they are alone in such a situation. Gerrard (2002) reminds us that it is important to acknowledge these silent and lonely areas of grief, and that the past must be integrated before we can really move forward.

In our one-on-one work with individuals, it is important to explore any publicly unacknowledged areas of grief they may have. If we are working only with adults, it is important for them to consider the possible areas of loss and grief that their children might be experiencing as the family undergoes multiple changes.

Furthermore it is extremely important to provide children and young people with a safe place where they can voice their own concerns and obtain appropriate information. `It's not your fault' and `You are not alone' are important messages for children and young people. Seasons for Growth offers a peer support program facilitated by a trained adult where these messages can be reinforced.

As well as having access to support during times of `crisis', it is important to link children and young people into a support system that they can access down the track. The Seasons for Growth program does this support.
Seasons for Growth program
Schools and community organisations across Australia offer the program to individuals who have experienced loss. In the Hunter region of New South Wales, schools and non-government organisations report that 95 per cent of children accessing Seasons for Growth do so in relation to loss following parental separation and divorce. The positive feedback about the program in the Hunter echoes the Commonwealth Government's National Evaluation (1999) of the program. This report states that: “Seasons for Growth focuses on understanding the effects of change, loss and grief, and specifically develops skills in communication, decision-making and problem solving. The program has a sound curriculum structure and utilises a wide range of creative learning activities…… Seasons for Growth is supported by a comprehensive range of materials including Companion Manuals and Journals for all 5 levels, a Site Coordinator Manual and Trainer Compendium.”

In the program, a facilitator works with small groups of children or adults to help them understand and express their experiences of change. The program draws from Worden's writing, but uses the metaphor of the Seasons to provide a common and meaningful language where participants can discuss their loss. Participants come to understand that it is normal to experience a range of emotions. A positive space is created where current beliefs can be reviewed and realistic and positive plans for the future developed. Participants develop living skills that enhance resilience and help deal with change now and in the future. In such a setting hope flourishes.
In the programs for children and young people there are five levels to reflect developmental stages. This means children and young people can re-join a Seasons for Growth group again as they mature, or as circumstances change.
The programs for children and young people consist of: Level 01: 6 - 8 years; Level 02: 9 - 10 years; Level 03: 11 – 12 years; Level 04: 13 – 15 years; and Level 05: 16 – 18 years.
The programs for adults include:

· Seasons for Growth Parent/Carer Information Session

· Understanding Change, Loss and Grief — An Introduction

· Exploring the Seasons of Grief
The programs for children and young people fit neatly with the school syllabus. However the multi-disciplinary theoretical under-pinnings of Seasons for Growth mean that this program also fits in well with the work that health and community agencies do in supporting children and adults. Many of these organisations also offer Seasons for Growth programs.

Past Loss

Seasons for Growth can play a role following a loss related to relationship difficulties, separation or divorce. However, it is equally important to recognise that unacknowledged and/or unresolved grief stemming from a loss in the past can actively contribute to current relationship difficulties. Therefore, when we work with individuals and families, strategies that address grief associated with past losses should be deemed strategies that help to prevent family breakdown in the first place. The following discussion moves the focus from the grief associated with family breakdown to focus on resolving other losses. However, the two areas intertwine.

While it is vitally important to consider the loss and grief issues that individuals experience during relationship difficulties or family break-up, it is equally important to recognise that unresolved grief associated with past losses can contribute significantly to the breakdown of family relationships. As well as being mindful of current issues of loss being experienced by the individuals with whom we work, we need to be alert to possible areas of past loss and to explore any links to present difficulties.

To be optimally helpful, a loss and grief framework must work from a non-pathologising and strengths-based perspective. From this perspective change and loss are seen as a constant part of living, and individuals and families are provided with support, skills and information to build resilience.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (1996) reported that of Australia's 4.4 million children aged under 18 years, 1.1 million live with only one of their natural parents, usually as a result of relationship or marriage breakdown. We clearly wish to address any unresolved emotional pain for all family members. Yet Gerrard (2002) reminds us that as some families move through separation, divorce or form new `blended' family structures, children's griefs can remain hidden and thus `disenfranchised'. It was considered particularly important to discuss strategies that help children, whether or not the child is our direct client.

As Kissane (2002) reminds us, grief is a `family affair'. He states that `improved family functioning such that communication, cohesion and conflict resolution improve — and the promotion of shared grief', are parallel processes that `nurture relationships' and promote healthy mourning.
There are many different life changes that can produce a strong sense of loss. Much of the literature concentrates on grief following death. However if a death is not sudden or unexpected, grief is usually experienced with the series of losses that can occur, sometimes even before the diagnosis. Illness, disability, domestic violence and other forms of abuse, unemployment, retirement, financial difficulties, bushfire, drought and the loss of the family home may all leave individuals and families vulnerable to grief. Each individual will grieve differently and at his or her own pace. This can mean that family members are unable to nurture each other. A lack of understanding about the processes of loss and grief can compound the difficulties. Again the provision of information, education and support are vital.

Current theories of loss and grief tend to draw from attachment theory, interpersonal and continuing bonds. (Kissane 2002) The process of grieving tends to be described in terms of moving through phases. Grief reactions are described in terms of feelings, thoughts, behaviours and physical sensations. Providing individuals with this information increases understanding and normalises responses. However it is also extremely important to assure individuals that the feelings, thoughts, behaviours and physical sensations are possible, but not compulsory responses, and that each individual is unique and will respond to grief differently. Glassock (2001) reminds us not to ignore the spiritual aspects of grief, and notes the importance of rituals in this.

Worden (1996, 1991, 1982) describes tasks that individuals undertake. This `active' description of grief suggests that an individual must come to:

· Accept the reality of the loss

· Experience the pain of grief

· Adjust to an environment in which the significant person is no longer present

· Reinvest emotional energy

If these tasks have not been accomplished, an individual can carry a loss into a current relationship. Equally, the working through of a current loss without adequate support or understanding can be a disruptive factor in marital and family relationships. For children, we often see grief played out in erratic behaviour. They may also experience difficulties concentrating in class.
Yet Worden's language can be difficult to understand and somewhat daunting. Just as we need to assure individuals and families that they do not have to experience all the possible feelings, thoughts and behaviours cited by grief theorists, we may need to re-frame Worden’s language to match everyday experience. The Seasons for Growth program uses the metaphor of the Seasons as a meaningful and common language that is understood by children and adults alike. Saying "I am having a `wintry' sort of day" makes sense.

We can relate to autumn as the time where we are accepting the reality of the loss, winter as the time where we experience the pain of grief, spring as a time of adjustment and summer as a time when we reinvest emotional energy. Furthermore the imagery of the Seasons reminds that these times will come around again, and that each Season is important for our growth.

Worden (1996) suggests that bereavement needs to include: adequate information, addressing of fears and anxieties, careful listening, validation of feelings, and opportunities to remember. Children in particular need reassurance that they are not to blame, help with overwhelming feelings, involvement and inclusion, continued routine and activities, and modelled grief behaviour.
Lyn Dowling is the Seasons for Loss co-ordinator in the Hunter region of New South Wales, Australia.
More information about Seasons for Growth can be found at www.goodgrief.org.au or by contacting Lyn Dowling at Centacare Newcastle on 61 2 49791330.
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