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Grief and 
Depression: 
How you may feel after the 
waters recede

Marley Doyle, M.D.
Director, BHECN
Assistant Professor of Psychiatry

Stages of Disaster 
Recovery
• Pre-disaster phase
• Impact
• Heroic phase
• Honeymoon phase
• Disillusionment phase
• Reconstruction phase
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What is grief?

• Mental suffering or distress over a loss 

• Universal human experience

• Grief is expressed through a wide 
range of social, spiritual, and cultural 
practices, norms, and variations 

Symptoms of grief
• Sadness
• Numbness
• Bitterness
• Detachment
• Irritability
• Anxiety
• Insomnia
• Preoccupation with loss
• Inability to show or experience joy
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Kubler-Ross Stages of 
Grief

Problems with this model
• Suggests that emotions occur in a predictable, linear fashion

• Suggests that one can “move through the steps” prescriptively 

• No empirical evidence supporting the model

• Discounts alternative emotions (including resiliency)
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Bonanno Model
The four trajectories of grief:
• Resilience

• Ability to rebound
• Most common reaction

• Recovery
• Normal functioning temporarily declines but improves to baseline after a few months

• Chronic dysfunction
• Continuation of suffering that can last for years

• Delayed grief
• Adjustment appears normal, but distress increases with time 

Type of loss matters
• Loss that is sudden, unexpected, random

• Belief that the loss could have been prevented 

• Numerous types of losses

• Effects of the loss are felt over a long period of time

• Other stressors coinciding with loss
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Type of loss matters
• Loss that is sudden, unexpected, random

• Belief that the loss could have been prevented 

• ***Numerous types of losses

• Effects of the loss are felt over a long period of time

• Other stressors coinciding with loss

Disaster-related grief
Numerous types of losses 
• Property
• Possessions
• Employment/Livelihood
• Loved ones
• Identity
• Transportation
• Financial stability
• Routine
• Loss of privacy
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Managing grief

Doyle’s Do’s
DO
 Understand that grief is normal
 Maintain your normal routine as much as possible
 Know that you will have good days and bad days
 Understand that unexpected things will trigger feelings of 

sadness or anxiety
 Talk to family and friends about how you are feeling
 Practice self-compassion
 Handle things as you are able
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Doyle’s Do Not’s
DO NOT
 Feel guilty about feeling a certain way
 Alienate yourself from your supports
 Turn to “short-term fixes” 
 Make major life decisions by yourself
 Be afraid to seek professional help

When does grief become 
depression?
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Depression is diagnosed at 
any time if someone meets 
diagnostic criteria.

Symptoms of depression
A diagnosis of a major depressive episode (“clinical depression”) is 
made if someone has:

 5 symptoms
 On most days
 For 2 weeks

AND

 Symptoms are negatively affecting work, relationships or quality 
of life
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Sleep changes

Inability to enjoy things or 
see the lighter side of 
things
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Blaming self for things or 
feeling bad about yourself

Feeling sad or irritable
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Low energy or fatigue

Difficulty focusing, feeling 
disconnected, trouble 
organizing or thinking
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Changes in appetite

Moving/speaking more 
slowly or feeling restless
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Concerning thoughts:
• Preoccupation about death/dying
• Feeling like a burden
• Feeling like people would be better off without you
• Wishing you were dead
• Thoughts about killing yourself
• Thinking of ways you would kill yourself
• Making arrangements for your death (i.e. insurance, 

health plans)

Tips for Providers
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Alberta, Canada Floods 
2013
5 themes of loss and grief experienced by survivors
1. Challenges with providing professional services while 

experiencing personal loss 
2. Lack of funding for long-term postdisaster psychosocial 

recovery
3. Parenting in the context of disaster-related loss
4. Child and youth experiences of disaster-related loss and grief
5. Impact of the flood on family socioeconomic status

(Fulton and Drolet, 2017)

Heal thyself

 Practice self-care.
 Reach out for consultation, if needed.
 Rely on your fellow providers.
 Know that you have limits.
 Consider getting involved with advocacy to support funding for 

disaster-related behavioral health services. 
 Walk the walk—reach out for professional help if needed.
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Questions?

Website: 
https://www.unmc.edu/psychiatry/about
/faculty/doyle.html
Twitter: @DrMarleyDoyle
Email: Marley.Doyle@unmc.edu


