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Mary-Frances

O'Connor, PhD
University of Arizona

f you've endured the loss of a love
one, you don't need anyone to explain
what grief feels like. But why does
grief hurt so much...why is it often
hard to come to terms with loss...and
what are the best ways to cope?
Psychologists and neuroscientists have
made progress unraveling the secrets of
grief and grieving. In fact, prolonged
griet has been added to the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disor-

ders. Five findings are worth knowing if
you have recently endured the death of

a loved one...

Its normal to expect a recently deceased
loved one to walk through the door
even though you know he/she is
gone. Grieving people who experience
this disconnect sometimes worry that
they're losing their grip on reality, but
recent studies suggest this is simply a
symptom of how the brain works.

In a 2013 study; Norwegian neuro-
scientists monitored rats’ neural activity as
the rodents encountered a LEGO tower in
the same spot every day for 20 days. The

neuroscientists then removed the LEGOs

and discovered that neurons in the rats’
brains fired when they neared the spot
where the tower used to stand. The rats’
brains reacted to something they expected
to encounter even though it was obviously

gone. It took days for the rats’ brains to

update to the missing tower. If it takes
days to adjust to missing LEGOs, it’s only
natural that it can take months to adjust
to the loss of a loved one.

Further research suggests that it’s espe-
cially difficult to adjust to the loss of a
loved one because this forces the brain
to reconcile two powerful but divergent

sources of information. The memory
reports that the loved one has died. . .but
the bond between you and the deceased

loved one continues to exist in your

brain. This bond is very real to the brain,

and there’s reason to believe it operates

completely separately from memory.

In one compelling experiment,
researchers at University of lowa showed
that a patient gravitated toward the
caretakers who treated him best. That
wouldn't be surprising, except that this
patient had suffered a brain injury that
made it impossible for him to form new
memories—his memory couldn’t tell

him how his caretakers treated him. If

the relationship bonds formed in the
brain operate independently from epi-
sodic memory, as this research suggests,
it makes perfect sense that these bonds
would not automatically update to reflect
that our loved one has died, even though
our memories assure us this is true.

Coping strategy: When you can bear
it, spend some time in the places that you
used to visit with your deceased loved
one. This might be painful, but it can
help update your brain to the reality that
he/she is gone. Until that update occurs,
accept that you might have a strange
sense that your loved one is both gone
and yet somehow still in existence.

“Also be aware that this could trigger
unexpected feelings of anger toward »»

Bottom Line Personal interviewed Mary-Frances
O’Connor, PhD, associate professor of psychol-
ogy at University of Arizona and
director of that school’s Grief,
Loss and Social Stress Lab. She
is author of 7he Grieving Brain:
The Surprising Science of How
We Learn from Love and Loss.

MaryFrancesOConnor.com
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»> the deceased—if part of your brain
believes your loved one is still around,
you might get angry that he hasn’t called
or returned home. This anger does
~not mean you harbored latent anger
~ toward the deceased or that you need to
reevaluate the relationshi p—it’s a symp-
“tom of your brain’s divergent messages.

Your grief might recur for many
 years...but your grieving means your
| grief will likely ebb over time without

ever completely going away. A man
whose wife got home from ym o
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moment, he imagines that £
his wife is coming through
the door. Suddenly the S
truth hits him—his wife
died, and she is never N
coming home again. The whipsaw of
emotion triggers a wave of grief.

- A woman who lost her husband felt

lost for a few months but slowly began
to feel reconnected to her life. One day,
she realizes that the anniversary of the

day her husband died ; '

is fast approach-

ing, and she’s plunged into grief again.

- Grief has a habit of returning unexpect-

| edly—but grief is not the same as griev-

| ing. Grief is a moment in time, a wave

' I crashing on shore when something brings

~a lost loved one to mind, then retreating

| back into the ocean. Grieving is the long-

- term process of coping with a loss. And
while it's common to experience moments
of grief in the years following a loss, only
a modest percentage of people suffer from

‘extended problems related to grieving.

of Michigan followed 1,500 older mar-
ried adults, starting when their s pouses
were alive and continuing after one
spouse in each couple died. They found
that while moments of grief are common
after the death of a spouse, the trajec-
tory of grieving turns toward adaptation .
for the majority of widows and widow-
ers. Most never fall into depression...
| and only perhaps 10% endure severe
‘grieving that continues to dominate the
mind without improvement, a condition
sometimes called “prolonged grief.”
Coping strategy: If a year or more
has passed and the loss and grief still
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dominate your life, visit Columbia Uni-
versity's web page about prolonged grief
to locate a therapist (on ProlongedGrief.
Columbia.edu, click the “For the Public®
tab). But: Wait at least one year following
a loss to seek this help—until then, it can

~ be difficult to determine whether or not
- someone is experiencing prolonged grief.
- Don't let moments of grief convince you

that you're not healing,

Neurochemicals deepen our suffer-
ing when we lose a loved one. Prairie
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rodents mate for life and
=———— form close bonds with their
B 01\ c-and-o nly. A neuroscien-
' Bl tist at Germany’s University of
B Regensburg investigated what

ST happens inside the brains of

MRREMEE > rairie voles that are kept away
from their partners. Answer: The voles’
brains were flooded with a neurochemi-
cal similar to the human stress hormone
cortisol, and the stress continued until
these rodents were reunited with their
mates. Humans are subjected to compa-
rable neurochemical encouragements to
return to our loved ones, and these stress-
inducing neurochemicals are released even
when its impossible to reunite.

- One more prairie vole trait worth not-
ing: When voles reunite with their mates ,_

‘they comfort each other with grooming.

Human partners provide comfort for their
mates at stresstul times, too. This points
to an additional challenge when we lose

a life partner—not only are we flooded _

with stress-causing neurochemicals, we no

 longer have the person we dependedonto

help us through stressful times.
Coping strategy: Engage in activi-
ties that reduce cortisol production and
increase neurochemicals that produce
positive feelings, such as dopamine and
-axyt_ocz' 7——exercise, yoga, anything else
that makes you feel relaxed. '

Working hard to overcome grieving
isn’t the best way to overcome griev-
ing. A study conducted by social psy-
chologists at California Starte University
Channel Islands and University of Ari-
zona asked participants their opinion
of four potential strategies for dealing
with the loss of a loved one—journaling

_— —y L T — L T Ta—— — R

about grief. ..sharing stories about the
deceased with other people who cared
about him/her...going to a party and
having fun...and watching a favorite
movie. Most participants believed the
tirst two options were most likely to be

effective. They were wrong. There’s a

widely held belief that the way to over-

come grief is to work our way through

it by confronting negative emotions. .

Doing things that bring us joy may
seem like it’s shirking this necessary
work, but engaging in activities that

- Increase positive emotions can be more

effective at reducing sadness than con-
fronting negative feelings. Among other
benefits, positive emotions have the
power to change a grieving person’s
cognitive state, improving creative
thinking and broadening attention.
Coping strategy: The takeaway from N
this is not that sharing stories about a loss

~or journaling is bad, but that activities

that bring happiness tend to be more

“beneficial. If going to a party doesn’t

bring you joy, do it anyway...again and
again. A new activity might not bring

~ happiness until we repeat it enough that

the brain accepts it as a habit.

Sleep medication slows the recovery

Pprocess. Insomnia is 2 common side

etfect of grief—ruminating over a loss
when the lights go out keeps grieving
people awake...as does elevated levels |
of the stress hormones cortisol and
adrenaline. Well-meaning doctors often

prescribe sleep medications to grieving

patients—but they probably shouldn’.

A study by researchers at Imperial Col-

lege School of Medicine found that
sleeping pills dont make people feel less
grief, and, Counterin-tu_itivel}f, they actu-
ally make bereaved people sleep worse in
the long term. These medications might
bring sleep on the nights theyre taken,
but they prevent people from learning
how to sleep without medication.
Coping strategy: Force yourself

~to get up from bed on schedule each

morning, even if grieving kept you
from sleeping the prior night. Enforc-
ing the morning part of a sleep routine

- encourages the evening and nighttime

routine to eventually fall back into
place, too. If that fails, seek help from

a sleep medicine practitioner.
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