Dr. Alan Wolfelt Responds to The Truth About Grief

A new face has appeared in an old debate. The new face: Ruth Davis Konigsberg, author of the recently published book The Truth About Grief. The old debate: the art of caring for people in grief versus the supposed science of bereavement. 


Konigsberg, a journalist who has written for popular magazines such as Glamour and ELLE, takes issue with the need for grief counseling. She informs readers of her new book that science is beginning to prove that most people are resilient enough to get through loss on their own. She questions the efficacy of grief counseling and suggests that it can actually be harmful. In the book, she refers to those of us who support people in grief as a “cottage industry” and, in referencing my body of contributions to death education and counseling, lays claim to my motivations. She conjectures that those of us who became caregivers to people in grief because we suffered prior losses in our own lives do not have the objectivity to embrace a more scientific approach to grief care.


I met Konigsberg briefly in the fall of 2009, when she attended a two-hour workshop I facilitated in Cherry Hills, New Jersey. She informed me that she was writing a book that would “question the efficacy of stage theory” as proposed by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in her 1969 bestseller On Death and Dying. I recollect that she didn’t seem very happy when I informed her that the stage theory of grief had been debated for years and that indeed, Kübler-Ross herself never intended for the theory to be seen as a scientific, prescriptive model. In fact, I reminded her that Kübler-Ross had warned against grief being understood as an orderly and predictable experience and that her theory was based purely on her own observations of people who were dying (not the family members who were grieving). Despite my clarifications, upending grief care obviously remained the goal of her book.  

For years I have advocated the art of companioning people who are experiencing grief and loss. (My philosophy is described most fully in my book Companioning the Bereaved: A Soulful Guide for Caregivers.) I am honored that there is now an international network of people who have trained with me to learn the companioning philosophy of caregiving. Yet I realize and accept that scientists are often skeptical of this soul-based approach to caregiving. We are witnessing, and Konigsberg is collaborating with, a backlash toward a more “scientific” approach to grief care. We should not be shocked by this trend, in that our culture has long tried to go around grief instead of through it. As one European author noted, “The first thing you need to know about Americans is that they think death is optional.”

One of the most articulate spokespersons concerning this scientific trend and its implications has been Thomas Moore, who noted the following: “It’s not surprising that as our culture advances in information and technology, we seem to become more inarticulate about matters of the heart. We quantify ‘human behavior’ and develop programs of therapy and treatment, and yet the procrustean trimming of the soul to fit our programs of science doesn’t have much effect. We still encounter the soul briefly, as a set of problems, rather than as a creative and constructive source of life.”

Questioning the Value of Grief Support

I submit that this is not the first (nor will it be the last) time that a journalist in search of an angle to sell an article or a book has questioned the value of grief counseling. It happened after the Columbine High School tragedy. When the flawed analysis of the causes, the emotional interviews with those impacted, and the coverage of the funerals were over, the media felt the urge to find yet more storylines. They found me—a grief counselor, a man who started the Center for Loss and Life Transition decades ago in an effort to help people devastated by loss, and a person who finds meaning and purpose in educating and training people about the importance and value of supporting each other in times of grief. And they openly questioned the philosophy of my work. 


Konigsberg might well instill in her readers the belief that after someone they love dies, they would be better off if they “bucked up,” “carried on,” “kept their chins up,” and allowed “time to heal all wounds.” Over the years a number of journalists have asked me questions such as, “Aren’t you just getting paid for listening?” and “Don’t you think traumatic pain is better off denied?” While Konigsberg and her kind question the need for what I and others do to support people in grief, I do not allow their doubt to keep me from being humbled and honored to create safe places for people to mourn life losses. 


Some scientists who do research in the area of grief counseling (which Konigsberg sources) have unfortunately embraced the assumption that grief counseling is ineffective or potentially detrimental—based on very few reports. Thankfully, this finding is not supported by peer-reviewed research. My colleagues at the Association for Death Education and Counseling (ADEC.org) appropriately “recommend that researchers and clinicians alike focus their attention and concern to issues of efficacy.” They go on to state that, “Questions such as, Is grief therapy effective? For whom and in what form is it effective? and At what point might interventions work best? have yet to be established.” 
I discovered some time ago that our modern understanding of grief all too often lacks an appreciation for and attention to the spiritual, soul-based nature of the grief experience. As authors such as Frankl, Fromm, and Jung noted years ago (and Hillman and Moore more recently), academics have been too enamored of the natural sciences and laboratory methods of weighing, counting and objective reporting.

Perhaps scientific research and soul-based caregiving are not mutually-exclusive and will one day work together in assuaging the human condition. In the meantime, caregivers should not be discouraged from providing grief counseling to those so clearly in need of our compassion and support. 


Many mental healthcare providers have been urged to “treat away” care-eliciting symptoms such as depression, anxiety, and loss of control. In attempts to gain scientific credibility and to be respected as part of traditional mental health care, we are at risk for disrespecting the very people who need and deserve our compassion and support. 


Yes, I believe in the “grief work” hypothesis that Konigsberg dismisses. As a bereavement caregiver, I am a companion, not a “guide” (which assumes knowledge of another’s soul I cannot claim). To companion our fellow human beings means to witness and learn as opposed to playing the “scientific expert.” My 11 tenets of companioning the bereaved are as follows: 

Companioning is about being present to another person’s pain; it is not about taking away or relieving the pain.

Companioning is about going to the wilderness of the soul with another human being; it is not about thinking you are responsible for finding the way out.

Companioning is about honoring the spirit; it is not about focusing on intellect.

Companioning is about listening with the heart; it is not about analyzing with the head.

Companioning is about bearing witness to the struggles of others; it is not about judging or directing those struggles.

Companioning is about walking alongside; it is not about leading or being led.

Companioning is about discovering the gifts of sacred silence; it does not mean filling up every moment with words.

Companioning is about being still; it is not about frantic movement forward.

Companioning is about respecting disorder and confusion; it is not about imposing order and logic.

Companioning is about learning from others; it is not about teaching them.

Companioning is about curiosity; it is not about expertise.


You’ll note that a central role of the companion to the mourner is related to the art of honoring stories and being taught by the true expert—which is the person going through the experience. Yes, I realize that the art of honoring stories sounds soft to scientists, but the good news is that it seems to work, and I plan to keep on teaching about the long-held understanding that telling and re-telling personal stories of love and loss are essential elements of supporting people in grief. 


The very real risk of the new science of loss is that caregivers might be contaminated to the point where they see little, if any, inherent value in what Henri Nouwen once described as “hospitality”—the creation of a space where the stranger can enter and become a friend. He observed that hospitality is not about trying to change people but instead offering them space where change can take place. This is not about some “phased model of grief as an expression of stageism” that Konigsberg has attacked, but instead about the human need to mourn authentically without any sense of shame or need to “resolve” or “get-over” one’s grief. 


I suspect that once Konigsberg does experience the need to mourn (she suggests that those of us who suffer losses also lose our scientific objectivity), she might then, and only then, understand that the death of someone loved totally transforms us as humans, and that transformation means an entire change in form. I couldn’t disagree more with Konigsberg’s assumption that, “It turns out people are pretty well programmed to get over loss.” On the contrary, people are transformed by loss in ways that often enrich our living and enhance our empathy for others when they experience loss. One day, I foresee and I hope, Konigsberg may well come to understand that reality herself.

Final Thoughts About the Science of Grief


While the researchers that Konigberg cites in her book naturally try to analyze grief, we should not be shocked with their scientific findings that attempt to measure a soul-based experience that is not easily measured. If one believed in the myopic assumption that scientific studies hold the key to the mysteries of grief, there may be a temptation to agree with her thesis that grief and mourning are best left to scientists. We sometimes forget that caregiving originated in the arts, not the sciences. 


Because I am a counselor who bears witness to people in grief, I must respond to the demands of pragmatism. The purpose behind being open to the mysteries of grief is not to satisfy some ivory tower discussions or to produce fodder for academic theories or scientific findings. Instead, what myself and other caring people do to help people in grief every day testifies to the reality that our culture is full of people who lack support to openly mourn life losses. Despite Konigsberg’s cynical reference to my book Living in the Shadow of the Ghosts of Grief, many people do, in fact, carry their grief to their grave. My fear is that her book and others like it will do much more damage than good as she projects that we as humans are “programmed to get over loss.” 


Contemporary, objective research often operates under a dictum to analyze and define a portion of the natural world, to “take it apart” if you will. Yet sometimes we forget that grief is an irreducible mystery that is something to be pondered, not always explained. I suggest that much of the modern research on grief propagates what we might term soulless reductionism—trying to measure grief and assumes that the goal is to get rid of symptoms and “resolve” it as quickly and efficiently as possible. Yet, loss often starts with chaos, and chaos isn’t easily measured or managed. 


When the academic researchers enter into grief’s domain, beware. As one astute author observed, “Technology is the art of so arranging the world that you do not have to experience it.” Scientific research on grief may well reinforce our culture’s desire to avoid grief instead of befriending it. To borrow a phrase from the musical group R.E.M., we “shiny, happy people” have been more than willing forget that the purpose of mourning is to actively and outwardly embrace the death of someone we love without the fear of being judged as being “out of control” or “not handling it well.” Despite Konigsberg’s assertion, grief waits on welcome, not on time. (I imagine that our current cultural trend toward parties instead of funerals after the death of someone loved is something she would also celebrate.)


Yes, when it comes to matters of the heart, be it love or grief, not everything can be “proven.” In my thirty-plus years of helping people mourn life losses, where intellect and feeling often clash, I truly believe the heart is often the seat of greater wisdom. So, let Konigsberg and others try to sell their articles and books that promote their scientific bias, and I’ll keep penning my heart-based articles and books that my readers tell me help them feel supported and understood in their grief. In addition, I will continue to say to my friends and colleagues in grief care, “Please be humble yet proud of what you do each day to support your fellow human beings during times of lost love.” 


We have to opportunity to be companions, to listen with our hearts, and to be curious rather than certain. Thank you for taking the time to read my response to this new book, which questions the very core of what we do each and every day. Remember—integration of loss often occurs in the space of not knowing. In reality, we don’t need to be joined at the head with a mourner; we need to be joined at the heart!
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