
 
Overview:  Each section will contain: 
 An introductory heading or Question 
 An introductory or explanatory paragraph on the topic 
 A list of examples of above 
 Definition & Distinctions 
 Challenges, (Obstacles & Precaution) 
 What others Have Said & Done - Quotes 
 Restorative Possibilities – What You Can Do Now 
  
 

1) Challenge #1:  How Can I Recognizing & Understand Loss? 
 

 

Recognizing and Validating Loss 

 

Why is it so difficult to recognize, much less validate, the losses involved 

in change?  “It's not the American way,” one friend replied.  “It's a sign of 

weakness, lack of optimism, incompetence,” was a client's response.  “It has to 

do with the male macho stuff,” smirked another client.  “Guys can't admit to 

anything that makes them look bad!” 

Such attitudes, common in the United States, reflect the belief that loss 

can be avoided or overcome by competence, punishment, desire, orentitlement. 

There is fear behind this avoidance.  

One source of that fear is that fate is arbitrary – whatever happened to us 

could happen to them – and that’s something they’d rather not think about. 

Second, some fear that acknowledging a loss will create depression.  

By far the most important reason is the fear or wish that what happened 

didn’t really happen.  We fear that our response to it is a sign of being crazy, 

unforgivable or unreasonable. We fear that no one could understand what we are 

going through – that our loss makes us an alien creature, a leper forever to be 

isolated from others and life itself. 



 These attitudes are characteristic of a masculine, youth-oriented society 

that has not faced death, trauma and limits. We are a society that lives, thirty 

more years than our great-grandparents did a century ago. Today’s culture 

suggests that loss is a sign of character failure, a source of shame, evidence of 

incompetence, or unacceptable passivity.  Poverty, hunger, war and death occur 

someplace else – not in our suburb, not on our playing field, not on our shift, not 

in our stock market nor political persuasion. 

Not witnessing a loss can be used to believe it didn't happen. That’s 

denial. Many no longer see the poor, malnourished, and homeless in the inner 

city or out in the country, made invisible from the interstate highway system or 

commuter train. Prior to 1930, over eighty percent of people in the United States 

died somewhere other than a hospital.  Now, eighty percent die in hospital 

settings. If we avoid hospitals, we avoid death or its reminders. A hundred years 

ago, the idea that most people in the United States could reach the age of forty 

without ever seeing a dead or dying person would have astounded almost 

everyone! 

 So too is our view of war. In American’s wars are fought by a volunteer 

army, composed mainly of young men and women looking for a way out of 

impoverishment or otherwise difficult life circumstances. The vast majority of 

Americans have little contact with them including the world wars as well.  

In my travels and work in Europe since the 1980s, I realized why many 

Europeans consider Americans to be less emotionally mature. Many of these 

contacts or their parents and friends lived through World War II in their own 

homes, lost many family members, witnessed the devastation or occupation or 

were children who grew up with their parents’ stories. More likely to have a world 

perspective, they are sensitive to existential issues.   

Their view of America reflects what they see as our “phobia” about death, 

dying, loss, grief, and our preoccupation with distractions, for with the exception 

of soldiers in combat, few Americans experienced directly and personally the 

impact of that most devastating of war. “We have good times, too,” remarked Ole 

Almstrup, a psychologist friend who was a child during that war. “But we 



appreciate what we have even more because we know it could be taken away at 

any time. We certainly knew what hard times are like!” 

It can be easier to deal with change if we recognize the effect on 

everything in our environment, from the loyalty of friends to how we view 

ourselves.  For example, many losses challenge friends and loved ones to know 

how to respond.  Some did not bargain on having to deal with someone who 

wasn't the life of the party.  Some may be so profoundly affected by their own 

experiences that they cannot see ours. 

Change and loss can also affect how we experience ourselves.  While we 

are grieving, it's hard to find our best self.  We wonder if the passionate, loving 

parts have been lost as well.  We're all too aware of our shortcomings and 

shame, which we have a tough time balancing that with strengths, which now 

look like weaknesses. We may find it hard to love again after losing someone.  

Social behavior changes to decrease the chances of having the same thing 

happen again. 

Loss affect several time levels, past, present, and future: we can feel 

overwhelmed and confused by its multiple layers. After having believed we had 

gotten over a loss, we're disappointed to find we’re dealing with yet another 

aspect.  

We may not have recognized a loss has already happened. We may not 

have recognized it as such and not connected the ensuing “depression” with the 

actual grief over an important loss.  

   If you have difficulty recognizing the losses you’ve experienced, I again 

urge you to take a look at the Life Changes Inventory in Appendix II. It organizes 

the changes we encounter in life into three groups, changes in our relationships, 

changes in ourselves, and changes in our circumstances. 

Some of the changes will apply to you; many will not. Feel free to look at 

each set now, if you haven’t already done so. Check those that apply and decide: 

at the present time, is this change primarily a loss, a gain, or both?  

 As you enumerate your life changes and see which ones you consider 

primarily losses, consider how you responded to them at the time they occurred. 



Was there validation for you that these were indeed losses? Was the trauma of 

these events processed and understood?  

Death is the most obvious way to lose those we love, but choosing to end 

a relationship, even when doing so is clearly the right choice, also contains loss.  

Even more difficult to recognize and validate are those losses embedded in the 

growth of relationships.  Because no growing relationship stays the same, loss 

and its recognition become an important part of its vitality.  Anne Morrow 

Lindbergh's reflections on the changing nature of relationships in Gift from the 

Sea exemplify this point: 

One learns to accept the fact that no permanent return is possible 

to an old form of relationship and more deeply still, that there is no holding 

of a relationship in a single form.  This is not tragedy but part of the ever-

recurrent miracle of life and growth.  All living relationships are in the 

process of change, of expansion, and must be perpetually building 

themselves new forms. 

  But there is no single fixed form to express such a changing 

relationship. 

 

Because there is no single, fixed form for a relationship, the old is 

constantly being altered.  When old, no longer functional ways of relating are 

honored, there is room and energy for the new.  But sometimes the failure to 

recognize such changes leads to alienation, misunderstandings, and in some 

instances, divorce.  “You don't treat me the way you used to when we were first 

together” can be an invitation to explore just how the relationship has changed, 

what is missing now, and, if possible, what can take place to revitalize it.  

Unfortunately, such statements are often only complaints or else the invitation to 

discuss is misunderstood.   

 

Internal Changes 

 



The most difficult changes to validate are the changes that happen 

internally. There may be no outward sign that something has shifted, but we feel 

it. Perhaps it comes because we have been successful and are taking on new 

roles. Perhaps we have done something that violates our values or we were 

destructive because we exceeded our limits. It is a hidden shame that no one 

else knows about. . If we shared this change with just about anybody, they would 

dismiss it – or tell us we deserve to feel that way.  

All losses require us to grieve, for losses have a way of changing who we 

are and what we are about. It’s important to remember that grief serves a 

purpose: it helps us recognize what we have lost, what still remains and then 

what we can do anew as a result of the new circumstances.  

In a way, “losses of innocence” challenge some of our basic assumptions 

about life, assumptions like bad things don't happen to good people, that doing 

the right thing guarantees health and happiness, that positive thinking can 

overcome any obstacle that only sinners suffer, that the one with the most toys 

wins. 

Doubts about our self-worth, who we are, and how competent we are can 

result from change.  We can lose a sense of worth as a result of a promotion or 

firing.  We can lose our goals and dreams as a result of success or failure.  Our 

habitual ways of doing things don't always work when we move, stop smoking, or 

start living with someone.  Our attractiveness, health, prowess, self-concept, 

identity, body image, or sexual drive can be altered if we gain or lose weight, fall 

in love, or become disabled or ill.  In every instance, our identity changes.  So do 

our routines.  We may even find ourselves saying things like, “This isn't me” or 

“This is the new me” or “I've never really thought of myself as attractive (“old,” 

“strong,” “vulnerable,” and so on) before.”  Such statements reflect our struggles 

with defining and sometimes losing who we are. 

 Retirement typically causes such identity problems.  Deprived of an 

important role to play as well as our work, retirement can take from us a way to 

define just who we are and our chief purpose for living as well as a comfortable, 

familiar, predictable way to relate. Such losses of identity are often not 



observable to an outside source.  They can come about at times of apparent 

positive growth and change 

Losses of self often cause us to stop and reflect on what's happened to 

us.  With such times of reflection, we often realize how much we've changed – 

and what we've lost and gained in the process. We’re wiser, but that wisdom has 

come at the price of our innocence, our habits, and at the cost of giving up myths 

and assumptions that no longer fit. 

 

Disenfranchised Loss 

Grief itself is an unsettling process that causes us to wonder if we're going 

crazy, if we've lost a part of ourselves that can never be restored.  It's a rare loss 

that doesn't cause us to stop and question some basic premise about fairness, 

immortality, our ability to love, the desire to not have to always be so aware.  

When it gets really bad, losses can call into question our very identity. 

Ken Doka has helped identify critical losses that no one supports or 

validates. He calls them “disenfranchised”. Indeed, almost every loss other than 

those associated with the death of someone close can be and often are 

disenfranchised completely or partially. Even then, the amount of time allotted to 

grieving aloes is extremely limited, meaning that even losses that are recognized 

as such may not be tolerated or “enfranchised” for very long.  

Some of the most thoroughly disenfranchised losses are from those 

events that are violent, criminal and abusive. In many instances these losses 

represent a violation of the person’s spirit or soul. Consider the impact of having 

an abortion or a miscarriage, of abusing one’s own child, of killing an innocent in 

combat, or of accidentally injuring or killing someone, to name just a few. Some 

would dismiss the benefit of grieving by saying these are unforgivable; others 

might dismiss grief by saying that no one should have to feel guilty or responsible 

for what you did. The effect on your spirit, your belief in yourself, your view of 

your eternal soul has been shattered, and no one it seems, believes this is 

anything to grieve about!  



 This is, in my view, also because many people have a very shortsighted 

view of what grieving is about. If it is just to insure survival, then going into these 

horrendous events serves no purpose. But if grief, as we believe, is not simply 

about survival or getting back on one’s feet; It is also the way we can make 

possible the impossible; we can forgive and be forgiven, we can rebound from 

the greatest of tragedies; we can give meaning to the most tragic of life 

circumstances; it’s when we can restore our spirit and reconcile our soul.  If grief 

can be this way, why wouldn’t we want to find a way to grieve even the most 

devastating and disenfranchised of losses?  

 

Circumstantial/External Losses 

 

Changes in our circumstances can relate to careers, finances, community, 

nation, environment, and nature itself. Each time something happens that 

changes our sense of security or identity, we, too, are changed.  

Losing objects we treasure can be devastating, too.  We may think we 

really don't need many things until the time comes when we have to do without 

them.  Then we have the opportunity to examine just how important – or perhaps 

unimportant – something is.  For example, most of us have treasures that are of 

little monetary value or significance to anyone else, items such as photographs, 

trophies, trinkets, or other cherished pieces that represent ties with our past or 

our friends and ancestors. Sources of comfort, prestige, pleasure, or simply ways 

of expressing ourselves, losing any of these, whether to theft, destruction, or 

even through a sale, can be a source of grief. 

The most significant of these material losses are those that meet basic 

needs, but we often miss most those we rely on for self-expression and as ways 

to enhance our sense of self-worth.  A guitar or harp, a boat, our hometown or 

native country, or the language and customs we learned while growing up are 

often such agents of self-expression. 

Natural disasters have another impact, too, as do auto or plane crashes, 

fires, war, terrorism, or even accidents that involve someone we know: they 



cause us to lose our faith or trust in our environment.  We usually expect our 

environment to be predictable, or at least benign.  Why else would we build 

houses on flood plains, too close to the ocean, or precisely on earthquake fault 

lines?  We just don't expect the tornado, earthquake, hurricane, or volcanic 

eruption to actually occur.  When it does, we are devastated because we can no 

longer take our environment for granted. 

  

Shared Losses 

 

Oddly enough, positive life experiences that are shared may also create a 

sense of loss.  At a wedding, the couple focuses on the joy of the commitment 

they make to each other, perhaps not realizing that this commitment comes at 

the price of their individuality and their freedom to be with friends, family, or other 

sexual partners. Sometimes those are welcome losses or even escapes. 

Sometimes they are not. Parents and siblings may be genuinely happy for a 

couple's joy while personally feeling a sense of loss of the special relationship 

they used to share with one of them.  

In many instances of shared loss, it’s difficult to recognize the loss aspect 

until later.  It may be many years before we look back and see how graduation 

was the last time we saw each other, how the birth of a child meant an ending to 

our times with each other or with couples who didn't have children.  We may 

have been so relieved to have the war over that we didn't acknowledge just how 

much of a loss it would be not to have the life-essential companionship of the 

buddy who saw us through.  It's often at reunions, holidays, or chance meetings 

years later that the communality of what we lost can finally be validated. 

 Loss can be shared across generations, too.  The Nazi Holocaust, for 

example, continues to cast its shadow more than sixty years later, and not just on 

the remaining survivors but also on succeeding generations. This is also true for 

the Native Americans whose hearts were buried at Wounded Knee, the Irish 

whose ancestors left their country during famine and persecution, and African 

Americans who are descended from slavery's clutches. That's why powerful 



books, documentaries, and movies like Roots, Schindler's List, Beloved, Saving 

Private Ryan, How the West Was Lost, Whale Rider, Into the Arms of Strangers, 

and The Irish in America can reach out and grab our heartstrings. 

 Loss can be shared in support groups, too, but such groups aren't for 

everybody.  Sometimes rather than dealing with loss and grief, they become a 

social gathering and a way to stabilize an identity as a victim. Even so, the 

journey through grief is much easier if there are companions along the way who 

validate our journey, especially at the start. That's why programs like the Victim 

Intervention Project in St. Paul, Minnesota, are so significant. Whether loss is 

shared or not, it's through discovering the interweaving of our life experiences 

with loss that we find the universal threads that give our lives hope – the threads 

that tell us that by fully facing what we experience, we can know what we have 

lost, what we have left, and can discover just how intricate, extensive, and 

empowering the connections in our lives can be. 

 

Traumatic Losses 

Many people can accept that loss is a part of life for a limited range of life 

events. These losses are usually ones we have experienced personally or 

witnessed in those around us. This is the basis of empathy. But there are some 

life changes that are both beyond our own experiences and that we find 

threatening. The death of a child is one such loss. So is the sudden unexpected 

death of someone we know our age or younger.  

The period of time after 9/11, the resulting Iraq war, the war on terrorism 

and all the revelations about the way the US behaved in the world was for many 

a series of traumatic assaults of how we saw ourselves as a nation, and how 

others viewed us as well. Was this not a time of grief, with the hope for new 

possibilities only emerging later? 

There are other losses so horrible and gross in detail that we do not wish 

to imagine what those losses might be like. In avoiding, we lose the capacity to 

empathize with those who experience such losses. We think of such people as 

“victims,” helpless in the face of adversity, tragic figures worthy of pity and 



rescuing. We cannot imagine anything positive ever coming out of such events, 

so we don’t “go there.” Worse, we may even fear being around people who have 

such losses because their “luck” might be contagious!  

Conversely, that lack of empathy can be brutalizing as well. Darwin’s 

notion of the “survival of the fittest” also applies, so that those who are weak, 

vulnerable, or traumatized also get the fewest resources and the most active 

rejection by those with the power to help them. That’s why, for example, welfare 

moms are expected to work forty hours a week while trying to single-handedly 

raise their children and get training to improve their lot. That’s why many who 

have escaped poverty or prejudice are intolerant of those still fighting it. 

There are other life changes that are at the opposite extreme. These 

involve the seeming positives of life: the gaining of fame, fortune, and success. 

These we can readily imagine. Who hasn’t thought of what it would be like to win 

the lottery, become a best-selling author, or win an Oscar or the Super Bowl? 

Even more personal successes include marriage, graduating, having children, or 

retirement. We want to be around such people because we want to believe their 

kind of “luck” is contagious! 

When someone overcomes great adversity, it becomes legend, a source 

of inspiration for a “made for TV” drama or an inspirational book. When someone 

blows their fame and fortune, they are ridiculed and held up for shame by the 

popular press. The label of “victim” or “survivor” puts people outside the range of 

most people’s empathy. That means we may not wish to know the true 

complexities of their lives, which are unlikely to be all bad or all wonderful. 

Consider Tom’s experience when I saw him a year after he had won over a 

million dollars in the lottery: 

 You can’t believe how excited I was to win the lottery! I’d been 

playing it for years, hoping to get lucky – then I did. I paid off the debts. I 

quit the job that I hated, moved into a brand new house, bought myself a 

Hummer, and took my wife and kids on a cruise. The first month or so was 

pretty heady. Then reality began to crunch. The IRS wanted its share. So 



did my friends and family. People were pissed when I didn’t give them 

what they wanted, claiming I’d gotten it for free, so why couldn’t I share it?  

This golden egg turned into a nightmare. My wife and I have 

divorced because we disagreed on how to spend the money, especially on 

the kids. I’d never had more than enough to pay the next month’s bills, so I 

didn’t know how to manage it. It was all gone in six months. A million 

bucks! 

So here I am. No job, no wife, no money, pissed off kids and friends. 

What’s worse, I start to tell somebody about this and they just laugh at me. 

“Serves you right!” they say. “You had your chance.” 

 

  While validation is easiest for those we can genuinely empathize with, it is 

grief over our own losses that broadens our capacity to empathize with and then 

validate people with different life experiences than our own. A failure to honor, or 

to validate, the loss aspect of any life change makes it difficult to understand the 

resulting process of grieving. Tom eventually understood that in winning the 

lottery, he reached and lost a dream.  His daily routine was altered.  He lost a 

purpose for each day. Once he was able to validate his loss by realizing that he 

was grieving and that he legitimately had something to grieve, he was on the 

road to recovery – perhaps to build a new life, perhaps a new career. 

 But others aren’t so fortunate. More often than not, our everyday losses 

are dismissed.  As death educator Ken Doka would say these also are 

“disenfranchised.” “Don’t be so morbid,” we’re told after the death of a beloved 

pet, the loss of a job, or the breakup of a relationship. “Think of people who have 

it much worse than you.” So we begin to doubt our feelings, wondering if we are 

crazy to feel so sad, angry, or discouraged. 

 There is also the other end of the continuum: losses so traumatic, so 

nightmarish, that the lives of those surrounding the event are destroyed as well. 

When there is a homicide, a violent rape, or a death in combat, whole families, 

even communities, are affected. Rarely does this produce a coming together; 

more often it destroys existing bonds. “Families are the first to be suspect in a 



homicide,” says Margaret MacAbee, director of the St. Paul Victim Intervention 

Project Initiative, which places a ministerial volunteer with the family within forty-

eight hours of the event. “As awful as the death itself is, the way families are 

treated afterwards is even worse. It is an ongoing nightmare.  Some families 

bond more deeply. Others dissolve.” 

Traumatic losses themselves are more common than many think and 

don’t require rape or murder to be legitimate. There can be trauma in a car 

accident. There can be “anesthesia awareness” a condition in which a person 

undergoing surgery awakens during the procedure while still unable to respond 

or move, is alert and experiences pain.  

There can also be trauma in winning an Olympic gold medal. Trauma is a 

dreamlike state after an event occurs that defies our common sense about the 

way the world is, or at least the way we always thought it should be, and some 

small aspect of what happens remains vivid, real, and unchanging.  

Think of the high school classmate who, at the thirtieth class reunion, still 

remembers scoring that touchdown as the high point of his life. He’s relived it 

many times, even awakens at night with it. Could his life have had more meaning 

if he had let it go, grieved it as something to savor, but not as a definition of who 

he was? Yes, but he was traumatized by that event and is still reliving it.  

  Trauma fixation may be a part of why we do things we ordinarily would 

not do. Much too often in our society, the events that are traumatic and result in a 

frozen aspect of ourselves are not acknowledged or dealt with. More often than 

not they come from childhood and have transgenerational origins, often of many 

generations’ duration.  

 


