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Grief is a stress on an individual and an equally pronounced stress on a relationship. The 
process of grieving can render those it touches incapable of functioning in accustomed 
ways, or of responding adequately or predictably to one another or to oneself. 
 
Grief work allows the mind to process and evaluate the loss. It enables the bereaved to 
find a workable context for the experience and to focus again on the future. The style 
that mourning takes will be individual and unique. Each of us experiences that process 
differently; our reaction to the loss and our manner of resolving the grief is our own. 
 
A grieving partner is a partner in need, and 
meeting those needs can take an inordinate 
amount of patience and understanding. When 
both partners are lost in grief, the process of 
give and take can become even more difficult. 
Statistics report that the divorce rate among 
bereaved couples who have lost children 
hovers somewhere in the 70-90% range. Logic 
suggests that an experience of such 
magnitude, one so intimate and unique, would 
bond a couple, strengthening their relationship. But in reality the very opposite is often 
true. The confusion that accompanies loss can complicate a relationship in 
unpredictable ways. 
 
Imagine, for instance, the scenario of a bereaved couple who is struggling with the 
recent loss of a child. One partner may need to speak incessantly of the child, recalling 
the life as a means of letting go and going on. The other, processing on a different level, 
may find remembering the voiced endearments of the deceased too painful, even 
invasive. The house in which the child, the family, has lived may become a curse and a 
stress to one, a comfort and a security to the other. In this case the need of one to 
remain in the home blatantly conflicts with the need for the other to leave it. Perhaps 
one partner seeks answers by plunging headlong toward religion and God; the other 
may be forced to question previous spiritual values in order to come to terms with the 
loss. If spiritual views were previously a shared experience, the loss for that constant 
adds to the confusion and general uncertainty of life. 
  

“A grieving partner is a partner in 
need, and meeting those needs can 

take an inordinate amount of 
patience and understanding. When 
both partners are lost in grief, the 

process of give and take can 

become even more difficult.” 
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There is virtually no limit to the variances that can occur in a relationship during the 
resolution of death or of a significant loss. Needs and feelings shift radically and without 
warning. Positions continue to alter and reverse, leaving the partners in constant 
transition, yet still at opposite poles. 
 
Such dramatic differences in perspective can be 
unnerving and threatening. Those who’ve come 
to rely on dependable ways of relating to one 
another may suddenly find themselves living 
with a stranger. Modes of thinking, evaluating, 
and perceiving can take on enormous changes during life crisis. And if there were 
previous marital problems the two of you put off working through, they are likely to 
surface full-blown and without warning in the early months following a major loss. 
When partners are already enduring as much as they can realistically handle, they may 
find their marriage dissolving as well. 
 
The key to maintaining a stable balance lies in flexibility and realistic expectations. 
 

 Expect that grief will plunge most of us into unknown territory. To varying 
degrees there will be doubt, confusion, guilt, anger, and depression. This can be 
viewed as normal. 
 

 Expect change. Demanding that all remain the same is a sure road to disaster. All 
is not the same; a significant loss has occurred. There will be change, and 
adaptability is required. 
 

 Expect to make allowances for one another. Grieving can bring unpredictable 
swings in mood and temperament. Respect these internal nudgings in yourself 
and/or your partner. 
 

 Expect deficiencies in meeting each other’s emotional and psychological needs. A 
person bent over in pain is ill equipped to support another who is suffering as well. 
 

Given adequate information and support, most couples will be able to resolve their grief 
and keep their marriages intact. Professional assistance may be indicated in 
relationships with a history of previous marital problems, when there is depression that 
progresses over a period of time, or when there is excessive anger, guilt or blame 
directed toward oneself or toward one’s partner. 
 
It is important to note that loss and grief do not automatically pronounce a death 
sentence on marriage. Realize instead that the best marriages will be tested, and that 
troubled marriages may find themselves very quickly in crisis. In either case, steps can 
be taken to insure marital stability during the resolution of grief. 
 

“A person bent over in pain is ill 
equipped to support another 

who is suffering as well.” 
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 Seek information about the process of grieving. Give yourself and your partner 
permission to experience the grief process in its own way, in its own time. 
 

 Seek out support people and/or support groups. Isolation is deadly. Trust others 
who are able to relate to your situation on a personal level. Support groups are 
formed to fill a void and are a means of giving and receiving specialized support 
that may not be available anywhere else. In most cases they are the most 
supportive and sensitive help that can be received. 
 

 Seek out professional help when indicated. Do not wait until it is too late and 
irreparable damage has been done to a relationship before help is sought. Avoid 
adding loss of a relationship to your grief load. 
 

Extraordinarily strong, healthy marriages seem to evolve with couples who have worked 
hard to resolve their own personal loses and have given their partners time and space to 
resolve theirs. The challenges of life allow us to grow individually. This potential exists in 
relationships as well. With patience, care, and understanding we have the opportunity 
to grow as a couple. 
 

Originally printed in Bereavement Magazine in 1990. 
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