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When a loved one dies, we are able to seek support to mourn our loss and to learn to move on 

without their presence in our lives. In our society we have social rituals of letting go to help with 

grief and mourning – tears are shared and shed at a funeral, we celebrate and commemorate the 

life of the person at a wake, family and friends send us cards of condolences and we seek their 

company to share in the loss and find comfort in the memories of good times. In this normal 

process of loss through death, friends and family know how to support someone who is grieving 

and help them find closure over their loss. When a loved one is struck with a serious mental 

illness, family members experience the loss of the individual they once knew, and are left to cope 

with learning how to live with a person who is physically present, but psychologically and 

emotionally different. What social rituals exist to deal with this loss that is so real, yet so difficult 

to grasp? 

There are no funerals, wakes, cards or tears shared with family and friends when mental illness 

strikes a family. Researcher and clinician, Pauline Boss (1999) has called this difficult 

experience of loss, as an “ambiguous loss,” as family members are “frozen in their grief” 

because we lack the social rituals that help comfort people and allow them to mourn the multiple 

losses they will encounter in their mental illness experience. Family members experience 

feelings of denial, anger, guilt, fear, sadness, and despair on their own as they try to cope with 

the consequences of mental illness. Often their energies are focused on understanding the mental 

illness and seeking help and services for their loved one. Family members supporting their loved 

one may experience many losses as they learn how to cope with their loved one with a mental 

illness. The delicate relationship balance is tipped, as family members “walk on eggshells” in 

order not to ‘trigger’ the person with mental illness, spouses become caregivers for their ill 

partner, parents continue to care for their adult children, and young children learn to parent their 

parents as they live with mental illness. 

This ‘ambiguous loss’ is experienced in witnessing your loved one undergo a number of losses 

due to the consequences of mental illness – loss in competence and independence, losses of joy 

and pleasure in life, loss of dreams for the future, and sometimes dealing with the real or near 

loss due to attempted suicide. For the family member supporting the loved one with mental 

illness, people may experience many internal losses that go unrecognized by others or even by 

oneself – loss of self-esteem, loss of dreams, loss of control, loss of pleasure in child’s successes 

, loss of hope, loss of security and certainty both of the illness and future, loss of religious faith, 

loss of positive sense of family life (MacGregor, 1994). As well, family members may 

experience external losses involving a change in balance in the family dynamic, loss of privacy, 

loss of a sense of spontaneity, loss of the social support and network, loss of faith in the mental 

health system, loss of financial resources and loss of freedom as the caregiver becomes the 

primary support for the person living with mental illness (MacGregor, 1994). 



Without recognizing this mental health experience as a process of coping with losses, our 

emotional reactions are not recognized for what they are – as normal grief reactions to a great 

loss in our lives (Lafond, 2002; MacGregor, 1994). As stigma and prejudice around mental 

illness is prevalent in society and even in the mental health system, family members living with 

mental illness are unable to openly acknowledge their loss and grief, publically mourn it and 

receive the social support necessary to do the “grief work” that can help them learn to adapt, to 

cope, to let go of the expectations they had for their loved one, in order to find resolution and 

integration of mental illness in their lives. When family members experience ambiguous loss and 

unaddressed or unexpressed grief, they can become stuck in some aspect of their grief, such as 

denial, anger, guilt or despair (MacGregor, 1994). Some current theories on grief propose that 

grief may not be experienced in moving through stages (as outlined by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross), 

but rather we swing like a pendulum from focusing on our losses (loss-orientation) to focusing 

on adapting to changes (restoration-orientation) (Strobe and Schut,1999). Thus a healthy form of 

coping with mental illness may fluctuate between thinking of the losses to attending to life 

changes; experiencing denial and avoidance to distraction from our pain through activity, 

realizing our old relationship has changed and learning to build a new kind of relationship. 

However, when we become stuck in some of these more difficult feelings, we have a harder time 

swinging towards focusing on adapting and restoring our senses of self. By being fixed on what 

has been lost, it becomes hard for us to change the way we relate to our loved one and see them 

for who they really are with the mental illness, as well as their potential to grow and change. 

Creating space and a ritual to mourn mental illness 

How can we become unstuck from the grief feelings we are caught with? How do we let go of 

our perceptions that make it difficult to move on? Normal grieving is a social event, which 

requires interaction and validation from others of our losses. Virginia Lafond (1994) discusses in 

her book Grieving Mental Illness, that in order for us to resolve our grief over mental illness, we 

need to engage in a conscious grieving process. Some family members who have used services at 

Friends for Mental Health, such as support groups, NAMI, Art Therapy and individual 

counseling have been able to seek that validation and support regarding their feelings concerning 

mental illness. These services provide a safe space for people to be heard and be validated for 

their feelings. Although these services provide much relief and address many issues, sometimes 

we may feel that we need some more guidance to deal with grieving mental illness in our lives. 

Recently, the psycho-educational support group we offer for family members living with 

Borderline Personality Disorder took part in a “letting go” ritual, as many of them shared the 

feelings of being stuck, doubtful, hopeless and unable to create change for the future because of 

the losses and difficulties they experience in their lives. I offered using methods drawn from my 

creative arts therapies training, to create a ritual, which is a mindful space where we can 

acknowledge these feelings of grief and be witnessed and validated by others. In this one-session 

event, family members created artwork representing what they wanted to let go and what they 

wanted to create in the relationship to their loved one. By sharing a meal, using music, 

movement and a sacred ceremony of “letting go” of their difficult feelings, family members were 

able engage in a creative process that helped make “letting go” into a concrete process, as well as 

focusing on what they wanted to create for the future. 



“Letting go: grieving mental illness” 

Some of you may be interested in participating in a similar guided process of conscious grieving 

using the creative arts therapies- where we can mourn and focus on what has been lost, so that 

we can welcome what still remains and what can be created. For those who have experienced the 

positive benefit of expression through art therapy or experienced a strong emotional release 

through listening to a meaningful song or reading, you may understand the benefit of using 

metaphor and creativity to work through your emotions. This spring Friends will be offering a 5-

week group “Letting Go: Grieving mental illness”, where family members who have used our 

other services (NAMI, Art Therapy, Support Groups, Counseling, BPD training) will be invited 

to participate in a creative exploration of addressing grief and finding ways of letting go of it 

through a ritual that the group members will create. It is not necessary to have any experience in 

art, just a willingness to engage in conscious grieving process using the creative modalities. The 

group will focus on grieving the impacts of mental illness and not grieving the person in your life 

with mental illness. It is a way to help us separate the illness from our loved one. It is a way to 

acknowledge the sadness, hopelessness, anger and frustration about the mental illness experience 

while engaging in conscious grieving process of letting go, using art and other creative 

modalities. The objective of the group will be to share the ambiguous loss that mental illness has 

left you with and to help you move towards the resolution of your grief. Through the creative 

process you may be able to mourn the way things used to be, so that you can make space to see 

the person with mental illness in your life and implement changes towards a relationship you 

want to create 
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