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As Lu (2016) points out, “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 are the other losses that are experienced?  List them. 

What social rituals exist to deal with this loss that is so real, yet so difficult to grasp? 

Describe them.  

How is this experience of loss described? Blandon (2016) has written a series of 3 

articles that describe "dementia grief” which is relevant for our needs and resonates 

with our discussion here.    https://www.dementia.org/dementia-grief-characteristics 

 

"Disenfranchised grief refers to grief that is not publicly acknowledged and 

sanctioned. This can occur in a variety of situations in which there is significant loss 

of some sort but not the opportunity to talk about it openly because of stigma or lack 

of understanding and sympathy from others. Disenfranchised grief can occur in the 

parents of adult children with mental illness, criminality, alcoholism, or other 

substance abuse. "  

 

"Ambiguous loss refers to a significant loss that is lacking in clarity, finality, and does 

not have a normal sense of closure." 

 

 "Leaving without saying goodbye," which is psychologically present, physically 

absent. 

 

 "Goodbye without leaving,” which is physically present, psychologically 

absent.  It is very difficult to grieve someone who may no longer be psychologically 

present as a spouse, a parent, a companion or other intimate, but who remains very 

much a physical presence with ever-increasing needs for care that must be met. The 
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very ambiguity of the relationship makes it challenging for the family member to 

acknowledge the loss, to grieve, and move forward.  

 

Ambiguous loss - a loss that resists resolution and complicates the grieving process – 

is the result. 

We need to mourn and focus on what has been lost, so that we can welcome what 

still remains and what can be created. 

How can we create a “conscious and thought-full” space to grieve our losses?  What 

does this look like?  How does it feel?   

What are some useful strategies?   

a. Join with others with shared experience (like support groups online 

discussion groups, etc.) 

b. Create a grief ritual; and, 

c. Mindfulness. 

What remains for us?  What do you still have?  Make a list! 

What can we create for ourselves that enable us to become unstuck and move 

forward with joy? 

Guidelines:  

1. Who are you beyond a grieving person?  

a. Work 

b. Family 

c. Friends 

d. Activities (hobbies, interests, talents, exercise) 

 

2. You have the opportunity to create a different narrative of your life moving 

forward.  Describe in detail what that looks like for you.   

a. How do you feel?   

b. Who is around you?   

c. What does your living space look and feel like?   

d. What activities are you involved in?   

e. How are special events/holidays acknowledged?   
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f. Where is your joy?   

You can do this through words, art, photography, music, dance – whatever form is 

meaningful for you. 

3. 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.  What 

does this look like? 

 

4. Moving on and getting through grief are part of the same process.   

 

5. Some things in life cannot be fixed, they can only be carried (Lawrence, 

2015). 

6.  

Resources used in developing this seminar: 

 
McGregor, S. (2016). “Done with the crying: Help and healing for mothers of estranged adult 

children.” © Sowing Creek Press, San Marcos CA 

 

Retrieved on 4/26/16 from http://www.asmfmh.org/resources/publications/learning-to-let-go-

recognizing-family-grief-ans-mental-illness/ (Lu) 

 

Retrieved on 8/25/16 from http://www.timjlawrence.com/blog/2015/10/19/everything-doesnt-

happen-for-a-reason (Lawrence) 

Retrieved on 8/25/16 from http://www.refugeingrief.com/ (Devine, 2016) 

Retrieved on 9/8/16 from  https://www.dementia.org/dementia-grief-characteristics (Blandon, 

2016). 

 

We have a closed discussion group on Facebook in which we share our journeys with one another.  

Here is the link: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1085961301459239/1087382077983828/?notif_t=like&notif_id

=1473346202060389  
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