HELP & HOPE
THE EARLY STAGES OF GRIEF:

This booklet is for men who have been bereaved. We have included the
words and experiences of some bereaved men to try and help other men
who are going through the grieving process. The booklet covers some of the
impacts of grief, and also has information on ways you may be able to help
yourself, and where you can get more advice and support.

FOR MEN LIVING WITH LOSS
The death of someone close can be shattering, and everyone experiences grief
differently. The men’s stories included here illustrate that. There is no ‘normal’
or ‘right’ way to grieve. How we react will be influenced by many different
things, including our gender, age and personality, our cultural background and
religious beliefs, our previous experiences of bereavement, our circumstances
and how we cope with loss.
You may initially feel shocked, numb, guilty, angry, afraid and full of pain.
These feelings may change to feelings of longing, sadness, loneliness - even
hopelessness and fear about the future. Such feelings are not unnatural,
or wrong. They are all ‘normal’ reactions to what may be the most difficult
experience of your life. Every person’s experience of grief is unique. Some
feelings can be very strong and frightening. It can feel as if you are losing
control or ‘going mad’. These are normal reactions but if you find that they are
continuing and affecting your ability to cope with daily life and your relationships
with others, there is help available: contact your GP or a support organisation.

Men’s

Real
experiences

Information and advice for men following a death
◉ UNDERSTANDING FEELINGS
◉ LIVING WITH GRIEF
◉ LEARNING TO COPE

◉ RECOVERY
◉ SEEKING SUPPORT
◉ HELPING YOURSELF

what men
said:

I thought I was the only person in the world that felt like this, and I felt so alone.
Then I went to the group and listened to other people who had lost someone too,
and I realised they felt like me, and they understood without me even having to
talk. The more I talked about how it was for me, and listened to other people as
well, the burden seemed to be a bit less. There’s no quick fix, there’s no tablet you
can take to fix it. It never goes away completely; but it does ease a bit; and you can
turn it to something better, rather than letting it eat away inside you, but you have
to give it time. Being part of the bereavement support group gave me time.
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INTRODUCTION
Men and women sometimes cope with grief and loss in different ways. There are many
reasons for this. Recent research tells us that men and women process information
differently. This means they can differ in their priorities, perceptions, behaviours and
ways of coping with and expressing their emotions.
The way our society defines what is ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ also plays a part in these
differences. Some men may feel their role is to:
• Be ‘strong’ and support others
• Be self-contained and independent
• Take charge and solve problems
Men may think that how they cope with emotions and feelings is a test of their masculinity
or a challenge to be overcome. They should be strong, capable and in control.
We hope this booklet will provide help and hope, information and advice to all men who
have been bereaved.

THE EARLY STAGES OF GRIEF:
This booklet is for men who have been bereaved.
We have included the words and experiences of some bereaved men to try and help
other men who are going through the grieving process. The booklet covers some of
the impacts of grief, and also has information on ways you may be able to help yourself,
and where you can get more advice and support.
The death of someone close can be shattering, and everyone experiences grief
differently.
The men’s stories included here illustrate that there is no ‘normal’ or ‘right’ way
to grieve. How we react will be influenced by many different things, including our
gender, age and personality, our cultural background and religious beliefs, our previous
experiences of bereavement, our circumstances and how we cope with loss.
You may initially feel shocked, numb, guilty, angry, afraid and full of pain.
These feelings may change to feelings of longing, sadness, loneliness even hopelessness and fear about the future. Such feelings are
not unnatural, or wrong. They are all ‘normal’ reactions
to what may be the most difficult experience of
your life. Every person’s experience of grief is
unique. Some feelings can be very strong
and frightening. It can feel as if you are
losing control or ‘going mad’. These are
normal reactions but if you find that
It was like cramps in your
they are continuing and affecting your
stomach or heartburn or
ability to cope with daily life and your
indigestion that you thought
relationships with others, there is help
was never going to leave it.
available: contact your GP or Cruse.
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“It was the death of my son. I didn’t know what
to do. I was in so much pain, it shocked me so
much at the time.”

“Anyone looking at me would probab
ly think I was doing well but
in reality I am hanging on. My partne
r was murdered years ago in a
homophobic attack. A few years later
I found my neighbour hanging
in his garden. This new grief is ming
ling with the old grief
creating a vacuum of pain.”
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THE EARLY STAGES OF GRIEF:
Everyone has their own way of grieving, and their own ways of showing and coping
with their feelings, but sometimes this can be hard for others to understand. Even
close family members who are sharing the same loss will respond differently to a
bereavement. A death can bring people together, but it can also create huge tensions
and strains within families. Conflicts can emerge.
Physical reactions to a death are very common. You may lose your appetite, have
difficulty sleeping, or feel exhausted all the time. People are also often very vulnerable
to physical illnesses after a bereavement. If you are not sleeping well, you may feel
mentally drained and unable to think straight. These are normal reactions to distress
and loss, and should pass in time. But you may want to consult your GP if the problems
persist.
Mood swings can be very frightening but they are normal. You may feel as if you are
on an emotional roller coaster. You may feel overwhelmed and find it difficult to do
even everyday tasks. It can be hard to concentrate. Some people find it helpful to
throw themselves into work; others find they need to take some time out of day-today life and activities. Everyone needs to find their own way of coping.
It may take you some time to grasp what has happened. Don’t worry. It is quite normal
to see the person, to hear their voice, or find yourself talking to them, especially if they
were an important presence in your life. It can often happen when you least expect it,
as if your mind has temporarily ‘forgotten’ that they have died.
Going over every detail of the past, particularly around the time of the death is a
common reaction, particularly where the death was sudden and unexpected, or
occurred in traumatic circumstances. It is the mind’s way of dealing with what
has happened. You may feel immense emotional pain − some people can
find this overwhelming and frightening.
A lot of people have feelings of guilt − for being alive, when the
person is dead; for not having somehow prevented their death; for
having let them down in some way. You may find yourself constantly
thinking: ‘If only…’ You may be constantly asking yourself ‘why?’
Why them? Why did this happen to us? Death can seem cruel
and unfair. It can make people feel powerless and helpless. These
emotions can be very painful to live with, but feeling guilty will not
help. It is important to try to focus on the good times, and not to
dwell on things in the past that you cannot change.
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You might wonder how you are going to survive this immense
emptiness, pain and grief. You have lost someone who gave meaning
to your life, so grieving for the loss of them is natural and necessary.
Life is not the same, it cannot be: and this hurts. No one else had the
relationship you had with the person who has died, so the right
way to grieve for them is your way. This is all a normal part of
grieving. You may experience some or all of these...
Feelings/Emotions
Shock, numbness, sadness, guilt, panic, anger,
helplessness, anxiety, fear, pain, anguish, relief, loneliness,
fatigue, yearning

Behaviours
Restlessness, crying, withdrawal, sleep disturbance, loss
of appetite, deep sighing, excessive busyness, hitting out,
dreaming of the person, lack of concentration

Physical Changes
chest pains, breathlessness, headaches, minor infections,
dry mouth, hair loss, weak muscles, tensions, stomach
problems, skin rashes

The
first year
immediately
after the death
was very, very rough.
It’s like a toothache
and it maybe goes away
for a few minutes and you
think that’s great I’ll maybe not
need to go to the dentist…and
then bang it goes again. You would
think somebody was hitting you with a
sledgehammer.

what men
said:

“My family were torn
apar
the tragedy. No one sp t by
oke of
my sister. It was if she
never
existed. This was just
our
of dealing with our gr way
ief.”
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LIVING WITH GRIEF:
Sometimes it is just when you think you should be feeling better that you feel as if you are
falling apart.
In the early days following a bereavement, family and friends often rally around and it is only
later, when everyone has gone home and you are left with your grief, that the reality of the
death hits you. The physical and emotional loneliness can be very hard to bear. There is no
time limit on grief. If you feel that you are struggling with your emotions or that you are not
coping with life, then it may be time to seek help and support.
Often it can be the unseen impacts which are most difficult to cope with.
It may be that you use negative coping strategies, for example misusing alcohol,
medication or drugs to help block out the pain, or just get through the days and nights.
Long term this is going to be more harmful to you. It is important to recognise this and try
to change your behaviour. Seek support and help to do this if you cannot do it alone.

Impacts we see
disbelief

Emotional fallout
ds

and frien
Supporting family

Physical impacts

Intense long term loneliness
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sadness

Crying

ANGER

What we don’t see re
r futu
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Financial concerns

Unwanted or disturbing images

Thoughts of harm

Suicidal thoughts

Dreaming about the person who died

Isolating

yourself
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“The second year is worse than the first because the shock of what has
happened has worn off, the adrenalin has stopped. Reality has set in
and with it the knowledge that death is forever.”

it is like breathing shards of glass and I am
crying. I do my crying in private at home alone
or in the car before going into work or while
I am out walking. I am tight lipped and do not
talk openly about how I feel. Help is all around
but I do not seek it. In my work I help others
and I refuse to think about my own needs.

“I was feeling very low, very low. I
think it was
one of my darkest moments. I hit the
drink. I
know it didn’t help but at the time I
just
wanted to drink and smoke. but at the
time I felt suicidal. more so that I
wanted to take it to the next level
and just get out of here. I was on
the verge, the verge of taking my
own life. there was no two thoughts
about it.”
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LIVING WITH GRIEF:
You may find yourself facing family, financial and domestic responsibilities with which
you don’t feel able to cope.
You may feel very angry that suddenly you have to deal with all these things. You may
feel angry with someone you feel is responsible in some way for the death. Anger is a
completely normal part of grief. It is a perfectly healthy and natural response to feeling
out of control, powerless and abandoned.
Hopelessness and despair are understandable reactions when someone who has been
a central part of your life dies. It is not unusual for people facing bereavement to think
about their own death, and even think about taking their own life as a way of escaping
the pain. It is important to talk to people you trust about these thoughts, and to
remember that life does go on, and while there will always be someone missing in your
life, there are many things that are worth living for. It may be helpful to talk through
these feelings of hopelessness and despair with someone experienced in bereavement
support such as Cruse.
People can find it hard to concentrate following a death, which may create difficulties
at work. Explain this to your manager. You may be able to come to some temporary
arrangement about shorter working hours, or other ways of helping you through this
difficult time.
Friends and acquaintances may seem to be avoiding you, particularly once the
funeral is over. This is often because they don’t know how to behave or what to
say. You may want to talk about the person who has died, and find that people
keep trying to change the subject, or suggest that it is ‘bad for you’ to talk
about them so much. Talking about the person who has died is an important
part of the grieving process, and hopefully there are people in your life who
will listen and understand, and be able to share your memories.
You may be particularly affected on and near significant anniversaries for
many years after a death. Some people find it helpful to plan in advance
what they are going to do on those days, to avoid feeling left alone with
their emotions. Some people create a tradition of visiting special places
that remind them of the person who has died. Others find this too painful.
There is no right and wrong way to mark these anniversaries. You need to
find the way that is right for you.
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“I’m a Catholic man, and being able to pray and talk about that, was
important to me. Every day I left after getting support I
felt that bit lighter, knowing it was confidential
and they really did care. Knowing I had their
support. I was very emotional and I would
Work colleagues have said they
feel down, but they didn’t rush me. they
noticed the difference in me.
gave me that time. It wasn’t about
I can concentrate at work more
sympathy, it was more about empathy
now whereas before I got lost in my
and understanding. I felt relieved and
thoughts. I’ve stopped smoking and
I couldn’t wait until the next session.”
drinking too much, whereas before I
would have went to the bottle. Now
I’m going for a walk or talking to
someone about things.
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HELPING YOURSELF THROUGH GRIEF:

It is important that you take care of yourself following a bereavement.
One of the most helpful things is to talk about the person who has died and your
relationship with them. Who you talk to will depend on you. It may be your family,
friends, a faith/spiritual adviser, your GP or Cruse.

Do ✔
✔ Talk to other people about the person who has died, about your memories
and your feelings.

✔ Eat properly and try to get enough rest (even if you can’t sleep).
✔ Give yourself time and permission to grieve.
✔ Understand grieving is a process. There will be set backs.
✔ Develop a network of people you can call or be with .
✔ Try and get some form of physical activity, such as walking,
gardening, sport, etc.This can help lift your mood, and may help you
sleep better.

✔ Seek help and support if you feel you need it. Tell people what you need .
✔ Develop a routine of things to do and people to see or speak to. This will
help give your days structure.

Dont ✘
✘ Isolate yourself.
✘ Keep your emotions bottled up.
✘ Think you are weak for needing help.
✘ Feel guilty if you are struggling to cope.
✘ Turn to drugs or alcohol - the relief will only be temporary.

Life will never be the same again after a bereavement, but the grief and pain
should lessen and there will come a time when you are able to adapt and
adjust and cope with life without the person who has died.
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If you do not talk to
someone, your grief
may be all you are able
to focus on.
Talking to others, whether this
be friends, family, someone
from work; or seeking
support from Cruse may help
you see a bigger picture.

what men
said:

Indirectly after the support had finished it
empowered me; empowered me to maybe accept
my loss and go back and unlock some memories
that make me smile. Knowing in my head I
achieved something. I understand now what
bereavement is. What I received was respect and
a listening service, that is unique.

“Grief is not something
we as
human beings ‘get over
’.
Instead, it is something
we
‘live with’… When we are
bereaved, we need to
be compassionate with
ourselves as we seek
out those who are
willing to ‘walk with’
us in our grief.”
“Understanding Grief”
Alan D. Wolfelt
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HELPING YOURSELF THROUGH GRIEF:

Many people worry that they will forget the person who has died – how they looked,
their voice. Remember the good times you had together. It is important to focus on
your good memories. There are so many ways you can keep the memory of your
loved one alive. These are just a few suggestions:
•
•
•
•
•

Talk about them and your special memories
Write down your memories
Keep an album of photos
Keep a collection of some of their special possessions
Do something that commemorates them, such as planting a tree, paying for a park
bench, or making a donation to a charity
• Make a scrapbook of their life

what men
said:

Starting out it was daunting, because I
was going into a world I didn’t know
anything about. But it was very
relaxing and after a while you
feel a good buzz, a good vibe. It’s
a miracle. If you had known me
before I went for support you
would see the change. It has
been very special to me. I’ll
hold it in my heart for ever and
ever. I’m even thinking about
doing a counselling course in
the future, that’s how much it’s
touched me.
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HOW CRUSE CAN HELP YOU:
Cruse is a national charity which provides support, advice and information to young
people and adults when someone dies. Our services are provided at no cost.
Cruse offer a range of services, including:
•
•
•
•

one to one counselling
support in a group with other bereaved people
phone support
email support: helpline@cruse.org.uk

To access services contact your local Cruse office
Armagh & Dungannon: 028 8778 4004
Belfast: 028 9043 4600 / 028 9023 2695
Foyle: 028 7126 2941
Northern Area: 028 2766 6686
North Down & Ards: 028 9127 2444
Newry & Mourne: 028 3025 2322
Omagh & Fermanagh: 028 8224 4414

This booklet can be downloaded in
pdf format from our website
www.cruse.org.uk/northern-ireland

For information on further services available in Northern Ireland:
access our website at www.cruse.org.uk/northern-ireland
Phone: 028 9079 2419
Email: northern.ireland@cruse.org.uk
Freephone National Helpline: 0808 808 1677

Coming for support was like an out pouring of
grief. I was able to speak about it, it gave me
the opportunity to talk about my son and only
talk about him. Every day after support, I felt
that bit lighter, knowing it was confidential
and they really did care, knowing I had their
support, but don’t get me wrong there was times
I felt like crap, I was very emotional and I
would feel down, you know they didn’t rush
me they gave me that time. I felt relieved and I
couldn’t wait until the next session.

what men
said:
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what men
said:
Without the support I could have been dead, that’s the short and long of
it. I can see more now, if that makes sense. It’s as though a cloud has been
lifted from in front of my eyes. I can see where I’m going and what I want to
do. I know now when I have my bad days grief doesn’t have to be all I have.
Getting help and talking changed my whole outlook for the better; for work,
for family life, for everything. The way I think when I feel down has changed.
The support has helped me change the way I think about grief.
It has completely changed me for the better.

This resource has been developed by Cruse Bereavement Care, as part of the Together For You Project, funded by the Big Lottery Fund.

