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Learning Objectives: DAY 1

• Describe grief, particularly during the pandemic, as a struggle 
to live meaningfully 

• Discuss challenges faced by clients as they attempt to make 
meaning

• Provide examples of what it can sound like when clients make 
meaning

• Identify techniques mental health professionals can use to 
support meaning making with their clients



The Meaning Making Perspective:
Narrating our lives and our identity
We are inherent story-tellers, telling stories about who 

we are and what our lives are about
These stories inform how we experience and react to life 

events – these stories give our lives MEANING
Stories built in conversations with each other



Loss and Change: The Story that WAS and IS
LOSS: “a change in circumstances, perception, or experience where it 
would be impossible to return to the way things were before” –
Darcy Harris

Loss is a RIFT between the story you were living and the story that you 
find yourself in, so the structure you have built your life on crumbles



Despair as a Crisis of Meaning
“Our patients never really despair because 
of any suffering in itself. 

Instead, despair stems in each 
instance from a doubt as to whether 
suffering is meaningful. 

Man is ready and willing 
to shoulder any suffering 
as soon and as long as he 
can see a meaning in it.”

- Viktor Frankl, 1961



If loss shatters the guiding, orienting 
stories that give our lives meaning…

GRIEF becomes a process of 
REAUTHORSHIP where we build a 
new life story that allows us to live 
WITH OUR GRIEF

Reauthorship happens automatically, 
does not necessarily require therapy

Grief as a Meaning Making Journey of Reauthorship



What Does Meaning Sound Like?

We make meaning of/reauthor:
• Who we are
• What are lives are about and what we do
• Our relationship with the deceased and 

how to carry it forward
• Nature of the world & spirituality
• Our own grief reaction
• How the death occurred



Making Meaning of Grief: 
What meaning is being made here?

• https://vimeo.com/136937612

Videos from:
MYGRIEF.CA

https://vimeo.com/136937612





BREAKOUT ROOM: What kinds of 
meaning did you hear?

In your breakout room, consider and 
discuss if the following meanings were 
made in the videos (or any other 
meaning):
• Who she is
• What her life is about and what she does
• Her relationship with the deceased and how 

she carries it forward
• Nature of the world & spirituality
• Her grief reaction
• How the death occurred



What if we can’t make meaning of our grief?

Research has shown a that 
difficulty making meaning 
increases the severity of grief

There are circumstances that 
disrupt our ability to make 
meaning 



Meaning Making and Grief

People cope with the death of 
those they love with remarkable 
and sometimes inspiring 
resilience… 

…except when they don’t, in 
which case they risk 
becoming immobilized in…a 
life story now bleached of 
meaning.

- Neimeyer, 2010, p.88



Factors that Undermine 
Meaning in Death Grief Circumstances of the loss

•Violence/Trauma
•Loss of central attachment figure:
•Spouse
•Child

Intrapersonal resources
•Neuroticism (anxiety proneness)
•Insecure attachment

Interpersonal resources 
•Low social supportKim Woodman,

Ambivalence



Factors that Disrupt Meaning Lead to Severe Grief 

MEANING

GRIEF 
SEVERITY

RISK 
FACTORS

Spousal loss
Violent loss
Insecure Attachment
Low Social Support
Neuroticism

Risk factors decrease 
meaning in early stages of 
grief (~6 months post loss) 

…lower meaning leads to greater grief 
severity in the later stages of grief 

(~10 months later)

Milman, Neiemeyer, et al.:
European Journal of Psychotraumatology
Journal of Clinical Psychology
Journal of Counseling Psychology



What have we lost during the pandemic loss?
Social support networks, Daily routines, Childcare, 
Physical health, Financial stability, Employment, 
Rituals

…our way of life!

What is the mental health toll? 
• Increased depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic 

stress
• Anxiety: 2021 = 36% VERSUS 2019 = 8%
• Depression: 2021 =28% VERSUS 2019 = 6.5%

National Center for Health Statistics, 2021



How might these losses disrupt meaning?
By disrupting the CORE BELIEFS 
upon which we build our life story:

• FAIRNESS
• AGENCY
• PEOPLE/RELATIONSHIPS
• VALUE/WORTH/ABILITIES 
• FUTURE EXPECTATIONS
• LIFE MEANING
• SPIRITUALITY/RELIGION

•



Pandemic Anxiety & Depression Associated With 
Disrupted Meaning 

MEANING

DEPRESSION
ANXIETY

PANDEMIC 
LOSSES

Financial loss
Employment loss
Childcare
COVID diagnosis
COVID death

Losses associated 
with less meaning

…lower meaning 
associated with greater 
anxiety and depression

Milman, Lee, & Neiemeyer
Journal of Affective Disorders Reports



Pandemic Grief & Corona 
Context of Dying

No Goodbye
Loved One Alone
No Funeral
Violent/Traumatic Circumstances of
Dying 
Grieving Alone

Pandemic Grief Scale (PGS):
66.4% of sample scored above the 
clinical cut point! Lee & Neimeyer, Death Studies



10 MINUTE BREAK!



Meaning Making & Therapy
THERAPY GOAL: Reauthor life story in a manner 
that allows meaningful reengagement in life with grief

THERAPEUTIC PRINCPLES:
1. Humanistic: The therapist acts as the “guide on the side” rather than 

serving as the grief expert.
2. Experiential: Meaning making arises out of experiential engagement 

with grief.
3. Reflective: The experience of grief is narrated through a deliberate 

reflection on the grief experience.

THERAPEUTIC PROCESS: Meet the client at the intersection of NEED and 
READINESS



What meaning might clients 
be struggling to make?

Their life story, in terms of WHO THEY 
ARE AND WHAT THEIR LIFE IS 
POST-LOSS

“I’m on a new path in my life now” 
“My priorities and what’s 
important to me has changed”
“I’m stronger than I thought I was.” 
“I see the world differently now.”
“My spiritual beliefs have changed”



TAKE 10 MINUTES TO COMPOSE THE TABLE OF CONTENTS 
FOR YOUR LIFE STORY, INCLUDING THE CURRENT CHAPTER

The chapter names can be based on anything the you choose, but some 
examples are: 
• Significant “eras” (e.g., Before the divorced)
• Life stages (e.g., Childhood, Adolescence…)
• Significant transition (e.g., Becoming a mother)
• Significant losses

If you have time: 
• Give your life story a name 
• Name next chapter of life

Techniques for Making Meaning of Your Life 
Story: Chapters of Life



BREAKOUT ROOM: Reflecting on 
a life story

In your breakout room, choose an individual to take on the role of
the client. Take turns as the therapist, eliciting what meaning the 
client has made of their life story, feel free to use the following
questions:

• What was it like to write the table of contents for your life?
• What, if anything, surprised you?
• What role did you play in your life (e.g., hero, survivor, victim, 

supporting character)?
• Have your priorities changed from chapter to chapter?
• Do you look at the world differently than you did in previous 

chapters?
• How have your relationships changed from chapter to chapter?



10 MINUTE BREAK!



What meaning might 
clients be struggling to 
make?

RELATIONSHIP WITH THE 
DECEASED and the continuing bond
• Resolve “unfinished business”
• Carry relationship with the 

deceased forward in life
• Let go of aspects of the relationship



Techniques for Making Meaning of a Relationship: 
Letter-Writing
Compose a letter to describing how you have 
been affected by this person throughout your 
life. Try to speak sincerely from your heart. 
Give words to the thoughts and feelings that 
are unspoken and the questions that are 
unasked. 

Help getting started:
I have always wanted to tell you…
You never understood that…
I have wanted to ask you…
I want you to know…
I now realise that…
I want to keep you in my life by…



Alice’s Letter: Carrying the 
Relationship Forward

Alice: Raised largely by grandparents who died within months of 
each other due to illness and old age

“…from my grandfather’s side, I’ve become far more 
practical. I find myself steering towards sort of a far more 

regimented style of living that I was never drawn to 
before, because that’s what he would have wanted…I 

decided to save it to help build a stable future, because 
that’s what my grandparents provided, they were the 

stability in our family.”



John’s Letter: Unfinished Business
John: Emotionally abusive history with his mother

“I wish I could say all of the things that I want to say to you, and have 
you listen and understand and reflect on your part in it. But I know you 
never will be able to do that. I wish you could take responsibility for the 
chaos and the pain and suffering that you’ve caused in my life. You did 
that. You’re the reason why I live my life in fear, and I’m not going to 

let you have that power over me anymore. It’s over. I’ve given you 
enough, and you’ve only ever given me shame and pain in return. ”



Paul’s Letter:
A comforting conversation

Paul: Best friend died two years earlier
“[describing his letter] Just talked about stuff and what 

I’m up to…What I’ve been doing…. and that I’d be all 
right…the odd joke, you know…It just works for me.”



Doreen’s Letter: Holding on and Letting Go
Doreen: Husband died a year-and-a-half ago from an 
aneurism

“I eat when I want to eat. I HAD to cook when 
he was alive, but now I eat when I want to 

eat…What I do miss is playing cards with my 
husband. We used to play daily… So I taught 
my granddaughter…We play once a week…I 

miss him. So the part I don’t miss is having to 
cook.”



Techniques: Meaning Making & Art
The photo narrative
1. Reflect on your experiences today
2. Take one or more photos (e.g., on your phone) that 

feel relevant to your experience 
3. Upload them onto the device you’re using to join 

this workshop
4. At the beginning of the workshop tomorrow you 

will be placed in breakout rooms and asked to share 
your screens to describe your photos and their 
relevance to the workshop



Resources
Edition 1

Edition 2

https://www.portlandinstitute.org/

https://www.portlandinstitute.org/


Questions?

Contact Information:

Dr. Evgenia (Jane) Milman
jane@drjanemilman.com

WWW.DRJANEMILMAN.COM

mailto:jane@drjanemilman.com
http://www.drjanemilman.com/
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