
 

Coping with Loss 
Most of us at some point in our lives experience a loss such as an unexpected death resulting from an 
automobile or other accident, or the onset of a significant illness. The loss might occur to us or to someone 
we know or care about, or it might be something we witness or learn about. 
   
It is important to remember that grief is a natural response to loss. Reactions can vary widely, depending on 
the nature and circumstances of the loss as well as how close you were to the deceased person. An 
immediate reaction can be shock and disbelief. There are many other common reactions (see below), 
including disruptions to sleep, eating patterns and the ability to focus on daily tasks. These might be 
experienced immediately or several days or even weeks later. 
 

Some common symptoms 

• Fatigue 
• Changes in sleeping patterns 

• Changes in eating patterns 

• Changes in other activities 
• Digestive disruptions, stomach aches 
• Headache 
• Muscle aches, tension 
• Hyperactivity or nervous energy 

• Difficulty concentrating 
• Difficulty making decisions 
• Preoccupation with the event 

 

• Memory disruption 
• A sense that things aren’t real 

• Increased incidence of errors 

• Not wanting to be alone 

• Helplessness or meaningless 

• Feeling numb or hypersensitive 

• Fear, anxiety, feeling unsafe 

• Moodiness, crying 

• Irritability, anger, or guilt 

• Withdrawal from other people 

• Feeling that your thoughts or emotions are 
overwhelming 
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How can I cope? 

Remember, there is no right or wrong way to grieve, and the amount of time it takes before 
you begin to feel better can vary widely. However, there are healthy ways of coping that can 
help with the grieving process:   

• Allow yourself time to react to what has happened in whatever way you need. If you 
need some time alone, take it. If you need to cry, go ahead. If you need company, seek it 
out.   

• Support is important when coping with loss. Support comes in many forms, such as from 
friends and family as well as by participating in activities you enjoy.  

• As much as you can, continue your usual routines. It may feel uncomfortable because 
your normal routine may seem less important in the face of what has happened. But try 
to follow through with your usual activities as well as you can.   

• Give yourself all the time you need to identify, accept and express your emotions. Each 
person handles emotions and feelings differently. Find the way to express your 
emotions that fits best for you, whether this is by talking to a friend or family member 
or through writing letters or keeping a journal. 

• Physical activity can be very healing; find ways to stay active, such as taking a walk, 
exercising, etc.   

• Nurture yourself. Get daily rest. Eat balanced meals.  

• Be aware of and avoid urges to numb your emotions with drugs or alcohol. If you are 
taking a prescription medication, continue to follow the usual instructions and contact 
your doctor if you feel a change is necessary.   

• Be tolerant of your reactions — they are normal and for most people will subside with 
time. Acknowledge that it may be a while before you are entirely back to “normal”. 
During this time, it’s normal to experience changes in mood and other reactions. 

• If you’re troubled by any of your reactions or they do not begin to ease after several 
weeks, talk to someone — a friend or family member.  

• Also consider seeking professional support if needed.  
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How can I support others? 

There are a number of ways you can support others after a loss: 

• Listen 

Simply acknowledging feelings is important. Allow room for people to have their 
feelings, even as you try to reassure them. 
 

• Allow for the expression of emotions 

Provide a safe and quiet environment to discuss feelings and thoughts.    
 

• It’s okay if someone doesn’t feel like talking 

Sometimes, just letting someone know that you’re there and that you care is what’s 
most important.  
 

• Encourage others to give themselves time 

Be patient with changes in their emotional state.  
 

• Help others communicate their experience 

Allow them to communicate in ways that feel comfortable to them — such as by talking 
with family or close friends, or keeping a diary.  
 

• Accept your own feelings and reactions 

Accept others’ feelings and reactions as well as yours. 
 

• Follow up 

Arrange to meet or call the person again to see how they’re doing.   
 

• Take care of yourself so you can be there for others  
Make time for yourself, and try to maintain a balance between being supportive to 
others and to yourself.  
 

• Remember that dealing with a loss takes time 

Supporting someone who is dealing with loss can help make this process more bearable.    
 

• Encourage others to seek support 

If they are troubled by any of their reactions, or these do not begin to ease after several 
weeks, encourage them to reach out for help. 
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Resources 

UBC Resources for Students 

• Counselling and mental health support 

• Access the Wellness Centre 

• Help a friend 

• UBC Multi-faith Chaplains 

UBC Resources for Postdocs, Staff, and Faculty 

• Employee & Family Assistance Program 

Community Resources 

• BC Bereavement Hotline (BCBH) 

• Living Through Loss Counselling Society of BC (LTLC)  

https://students.ubc.ca/health/counselling-services
https://students.ubc.ca/health/wellness-centre
https://students.ubc.ca/health/crisis-support/help-friend
https://students.ubc.ca/campus-life/religion-spirituality/chaplains
https://hr.ubc.ca/benefits/benefit-plan-details/employee-family-assistance-program
https://www.bcbh.ca/
https://livingthroughloss.ca/

