
RAMBLINGS: Can bereavement theory help us as we come out of lock-down? 
 
 
These ramblings have, I think, three separate, but connected, origins. 
 
The first is a heartfelt tweet from a friend. 

 
 
The second is the opening words of Nicola Sturgeon’s Ministerial Foreword to the Scottish 
Government’s “Coronavirus (Covid-19) Framework for decision making – Scotland’s route 
map through and out of the crisis”i: 
“We can't live this way forever. We all want to get back to some 
semblance of normality” 
  
 
And the third is an online course I recently wrote and deliver for Cruse Scotland  
 

 
 
What on earth do these three events have in common? 
 
It was while I was delivering the Cruse course to a group of young solicitors a couple of days 
ago, that the link between the first and the second began to emerge in my mind.  In grief 
and bereavement, we speak a lot about emerging from grief. We use models to describe the 
pain of grief, and the various practical, cognitive and psychological experiences we go 
through during that scary period of separation and the adjustment that follows the death of 
a significant other.  And while I was speaking to these lawyers I heard myself using a phrase I 
use often in the context of describing the journey of grief.  I spoke of how we emerge into a 
“new normal”.   And I said to them, in passing, “I guess that’s a bit like emerging from lock-
down”.   
 

1

Understanding and supporting 
the bereaved client

John Birrell
Bereavement Consultant

Quality Training for Quality Care



When the author of that tweet speaks of “going into survival mode” as he and his family 
adjusted to the restrictions imposed by the pandemic, as he lost his job and took on the 
new roles of child-care and home schooling, supporting his partner who had to adjust to 
working from home, the reality of “lock-down” became very real for him.  Listening to their 
comments on their lock-down experience I am reminded of some of the things we say about 
the experience of grief:  
. 

• The world as we know it is shattered;  
• It challenges our assumptive world;  
• The experience cuts across all the dimensions of our daily living; 
• A feeling that life will never be the same again.  

 
I often quote a description of “normal grief” as a debilitating, albeit a transitory, condition 
comprising a range of dysphoric statesii and it strikes me that the same might be said about 
the experience of pandemic lock-down for many people. 
 
I suspect that the “Whirlpool of Grief”iii resonates with the experience of many people over 
the past months – sailing along happily on the river of life, the arrival of coronavirus plunged 
us over a waterfall and left us swirling in whirlpool from where we have been spun around 
and buffeted against rocks.  But now there seems to be a current taking us towards an exit 
and a new unknown…..? 
 

 
 
So, if there are such general similarities in the experience of pandemic lock-down, and grief 
lock-in, can the learning from thanatology help in the search for a personal route-map out 
of the experience of lock-down? 
 
Grief is not a terminal illness.  Whether we use the more passive phases and stages models 
or the more active griefwork models they all at least indicate a journey ahead and a promise 
of better times to come.  Bereavement is a time of transition and the griefwork helps on 
that journey.  And so, I start my consideration of route-maps with the Transition Curve.  
 



 
 
Sometimes known as the Change Curve it seeks to illustrate how a person reacts to change. 
In doing so, it is a descriptive model, naming the different stages on a journey of adjustment 
and change, as we move from the initial shock of the change and the innate  reaction of 
denial and refusal to accept the change is happening, to an awareness of the reality of the 
change and so to a decision to go with the change and adapt to it.  That journey into the 
new way is marked by a period of experimentation and praxis, on the basis of which we 
begin to make some sort of sense of what has happened and find meaning in it and we are 
then able to integrate the change into our ongoing lives.  
 
Where the Transition Curve falls short is that it is represented by a smooth line round all the 
bends!  But the transition out of grief, or of acceptance of any change, is seldom as smooth 
as that and the idea of a whirlpool needs to be added into the curve, as we find ourselves 
spinning around at the bottom of the curve, trying to climb up the acceptance-praxis- 
meaning making pathway only to fall back into the struggle to accept. 
 
Looking for help from our grief comparison, we might turn to two other models of grief, 
both much loved by counsellors and coaches because they describe some of the steps 
needed on this recovery journey. 
 
Worden’s “Four Tasks of Mourning”iv outlines tasks which a bereaved person needs to 
accomplish if they are to emerge with a positive outcome from their grief. These tasks 
require work. 

1. To accept the reality of the loss 
2. To process the pain of grief 
3. To adjust to a world without the deceased 



4. To find an enduring connection with the deceased in the midst of embarking on a 
new life 

 
In the same way there are, perhaps, similar tasks which require to be worked on and 
accomplished as we climb back out of lock-down. What might the equivalent tasks be? We 
can hypothesise as below: 
 

Task Grief Pandemic 
1. Accept the reality of 

the loss 
The need to accept that the 
death is real – that the 
person has died and that 
they are not coming back 
again 

We cannot pretend the 
pandemic has not 
happened. There is no 
turning the clock back. 

2. Process the pain of 
grief 

The need to accept that 
grief is painful, and find 
ways of expressing that pain 

The pain of the pandemic is 
physical, financial, 
emotional and much, much 
more.  We need to know it 
is OK to express those pains, 
and find appropriate ways 
to do that. 

3. Adjust to a world 
without the 
deceased 

The need to find new “ways 
of being” across all the 
dimensions of life: 
emotional, cognitive, 
spiritual, relational physical 
etc.   

What is our new “way of 
being”? What changes do 
we need to embrace, and 
how is the post-pandemic 
me going to be different? 

4. To find an enduring 
connection with the 
deceased in the 
midst of embarking 
on a new life 
 

The need to work out how 
we continue to “relate” to 
the person after their death, 
and do so in such a way that 
we integrate that into our 
ongoing living. 

How will we think about / 
talk of the pandemic in the 
future.  How do we make 
sense of it? Do we try to 
forget, or how do we 
integrate this experience 
into our ongoing lives. 

 
If this model can help us at all, it is important to reiterate two caveats: that the tasks are not 
necessarily addressed consecutively but that a person can attend to more than one task at a 
time, and may revisit previous  tasks which later appear to require more attention; and that 
the tasks don’t just happen, they each require to be worked on.  It will be for each person to 
find they ways of doing that work which are right for them.  For some it may be through 
talking or writing, for some it may be though art or photography or drama, for some it may 
be a meditational journey or a formal talking therapy.  And there will be many other ways. 
 
Another model we refer to frequently in grief and bereavement work is the Dual Process 
Model.v  Developed by Margaret Stroebe and Henk Schut at Utrecht University, this model 
looked at the actual lived experience of bereaved people.  Accepting the many models in 
common use, they asked what bereaved people actually did in terms of processing their 
grief.  They posited that people experience their grief in two different ways: at times they 



focus on the death and the loss of the significant person, paying attention to, and struggling 
to come to terms with, the pain of the experience; at other times they focus on the need for 
restoration – the need to attend to changes and to find ways of moving forwards.  They 
stressed the need for people to experience both of these oscillations, again not in a linear 
sense of doing one thing and then the other, but of experiencing the oscillation between the 
two – sometimes focussing on one area and at other times focussing on the other.  It was 
this process of oscillation which appeared to help a person to make the adjustments needed 
for a positive outcome from their grief.   
 
They also noted that on occasions a bereaved person may not be focussed on either of 
these foci but will simply feel the need to take timeout from their grief – resting as it were in 
the middle, between the two foci. 
 

 
 
Here too, we can perhaps see a similarity with the exit from lock-down as we explore the 
need to make changes and move towards a new normal, but yet find ourselves looking back 
at, and maybe re-experiencing, the fear and uncertainty which have marked our time during 
the pandemic.  As we begin to emerge, as we seek to explore and make plans for the future, 
we will have times when we retreat into the mixed emotions of being “at risk” and shy back 
from venturing out.  The dual process model suggests that such oscillation in this recovery 
process may be normal and be an important part of the overall process.  
 
It may also be normal, and acceptable, to take time out and watch a box set! 
 
 
 
  



 
 

i https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-framework-decision-making-scotlands-route-map-
through-out-crisis/ 
ii Source unknown 
iii The Whirlpool of Grief was developed by Dr Richard Wilson for The Child Bereavement Trust, now known as 
Child Bereavement UK 
iv Worden J.W. Grief Counselling and Grief Therapy: A handbook for the mental health practitioner.  Routledge 
(4th ed. 2010) 
v Stroebe, M., Schut H., (1999) The Dual Process Model of Coping with Bereavement: Rationale and Decription, 
Death Studies, 23:3, 197-224, DOI: 10.1080/074811899201046  


