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English version

Understanding the five stages of grief

You might have heard of the five stages of grief. But what are they, and does grief really
follow a set timeframe?

Who developed the five stages of grief

The five stages of grief model was developed by Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross, and became famous
after she published her book On Death and Dying in 1969. Kiibler-Ross developed her model
to describe people with terminal iliness facing their own death. But it was soon adapted as a
way of thinking about grief in general.

Do the five stages happen in order?

The five stages — denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance — are often talked
about as if they happen in order, moving from one stage to the other. You might hear
people say things like “Oh I've moved on from denial and now | think I’'m entering the angry
stage”. But this isn’t often the case.

In fact Kiibler-Ross, in her writing, makes it clear that the stages are non-linear — people can
experience these aspects of grief at different times and they do not happen in one particular
order. You might not experience all of the stages, and you might find feelings are quite
different with different bereavements.

What are the five stages of grief?
Denial

Feeling numb is common in the early days after a bereavement. Some people at first carry
on as if nothing has happened. Even if we know with our heads that someone has died it can
be hard to believe that someone important is not coming back. It’s also very common to feel
the presence of someone who has died, hear their voice or even see them.

Anger

Anger is a completely natural emotion, and very natural after someone dies. Death can
seem cruel and unfair, especially when you feel someone has died before their time or you
had plans for the future together. It’s also common to feel angry towards the person who
has died, or angry at ourselves for things we did or didn’t do before their death.
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Bargaining

When we are in pain, it’s sometimes hard to accept that there’s nothing we can do to
change things. Bargaining is when we start to make deals with ourselves, or perhaps with
God if we believe. We want to believe that if we act in particular ways we will feel better.
It’s also common to find ourselves going over and over things that happened in the past and
asking a lot of ‘what if’ questions, wishing we could go back and change things in the hope
things could have turned out differently.

Depression

Sadness and longing are what we think of most often when we think about grief. This pain
can be very intense and come in waves over many months or years. Life can feel like it no
longer holds any meaning which can be very scary.

Acceptance

Grief comes in waves and it can feel like nothing will ever be right again. But gradually most
people find that the pain eases, and it is possible to accept what has happened. We may
never ‘get over’ the death of someone precious, but we can learn to live again, while
keeping the memories of those we have lost close to us.

Are the five stages of grief useful?

The five stages are useful for understanding some of the different reactions you might have
to a death. But it’s important to remember that every grief journey is unique.

It certainly doesn’t mean that something is wrong if you experience a whole mess of
different stages and emotions, or if you never pass through some of the ‘stages.” You may
also feel very differently with each bereavement.

Are the five stages of grief still accurate?

Since the five stages were first developed, there have been lots of new ways of thinking
about grief. At Cruse, our understanding has grown over the years, based on research into
the best ways to help and understand bereaved people.

We now know there are many ways to experience grief and many models to help us
understand bereavement. One we find can be helpful, is the idea of ‘growing around your
grief.” In this model, there are no set stages or phases to bereavement. Instead, your grief
remains the same but, as you grow as a person, it starts to take up less space in your life.
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Contacting the Cruse Helpline

If you need more help, and don’t speak English, we can arrange for support on our helpline
through a service called Languageline.

How it works

1.
2.

Call 0808 808 1677.

You will hear a recorded message in English. Please hold to speak to someone. There
is a lot of demand for our service so you might have to try again at a less busy time if
no one is able to answer.

When a helpline volunteer answers clearly tell them the name of the language you
speak in English.

The volunteer will then call up our translation service — you will hear them talking to
someone else to set the call up, please stay on the line. This could take a few
minutes.

An interpreter will then join the call and translate between your language and
English for you and for the helpline volunteer.

Because this is a three-way conversation it will take a little longer than a usual
helpline call so please be patient.

Our helpline hours are:

Monday: 9.30am-5pm

Tuesday: 9.30am-8pm
Wednesday: 9.30am-8pm
Thursday: 9.30am-8pm

Friday: 9.30am-5pm

Saturday and Sunday: 10am -2pm
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