


UnResolved Grief and it’s Impact on Addictive 
and Compulsive Behaviors



What is Grief??



Define grief:

Grief is the conflicting feelings caused by the change 
in a familiar pattern of behavior.  

Grief is the feeling of reaching out for someone who 
has NEVER been there…only to discover when I 
need them one more time they are still NOT there.  

Grief is the feeling of reaching out for someone who 
has always been there only to discover when I need 
them one more time they are NOT there.

Grieving allows us to take away pain and 
unfinished emotional business.



Grief Recovery 



WHAT DO WE GRIEVE?
Death of….Friend/Family/Co-Worker/Pet/Stranger             

Loss of Health     Divorce     Marriage      Miscarriage
Ended Relationship       Loss of Career       Moving 
Retirement       Loss of Friends      Starting School

Graduating High School or College     Loss of Control
Empty Nest      Loss of Trust     Loss of Faith

Loss of Functioning (Mental or Physical)
Loss of Safety, loss or giving up an Addictive/Compulsive 

behavior and     Recovery from Addictions    40 +

GRIEF RECOVERY



Types of Losses

•Death of anyone significant, Death of a pet, Moving, 
Death of a spouse, partner, ex- spouse, Divorce, 

Graduation, End of addiction/compulsive behavior, 
Major health changes, Retirement, Loss of Job, Home, 

Financial changes – positive or negative, Holidays, 
Legal problems, Empty nest, loss of trust, faith, 
independence, innocence, Hopes and dreams.



Grief Recovery 



No One wants to talk about it…

Grief is one of the most “Uncomfortable” 
words in the English Language Grief is NOT JUST WHAT YOU THINK…





“It’s Ok, Not 
to be Okay”



Grief Recovery 





Grief 
Recovery 



MYTHS OF 
GRIEF

• Just Give it Time - Time Heals all 
Wounds  

• You Need to Grieve Alone

• Be Strong for Others

• Bury Your Feelings

• Replace the Loss

• You Have to Keep Busy

• There are Stages of Grieving

Grief Recovery



Grief Recovery 



Grief Recovery- S.T.E.R.B’s (Short Term Energy 
Relieving Behaviors).
• Often, people suffering from complicated grief seek an escape route 

from the pain in drugs and alcohol, as well as other compulsive 
behaviors including (gambling, excessive spending, food, and even 
sex) which can numb their feelings for a little while.

• Symptoms of unresolved grief can manifest in numerous ways, 
making it one of the more complex feelings people experience.



S.T.E.R.B.’s Short Term Energy Relieving 
Behaviors. They Work…, until They Don’t…

• Unresolved Grief Drains energy and Limits Choices.

Self-medication, food, gambling, anger, exercise, fantasy Life (lived through 
books, movies, etc.), isolation, sex, shopping, even work and Use of 

DRUGS AND ALCOHOL among others (Short –term energy relieving 
behaviors) –

“ Don’t necessarily make you feel 
good, Just Different ”.



Grief Recovery 
• Grief and loss are two of the primary drivers behind drug and alcohol 

addiction. For example, widowers over the age of 75 have the 
country’s highest rate of alcoholism. It’s a problem we often see in  
Older Adults (     ). 

As people get older, they will lose friends and loved ones to death, 
but they may also experience the loss of health and independence. 
Medical issues and a general decline in physical and mental faculties 
means they may no longer be able to do the things that previously 
brought them joy and purpose. When their world shrinks, it can be 
devastating to their mental health.

https://www.caron.org/blog/2018/04/behind-the-numbers-widowers-over-75-have-the-countrys-highest-rate-of-alcoholism


Grief is a “Heart Emotion” 



We are meant to be a processing plants, not a 
storage tanks



Grief 
Recovery 



Difference between  
Grief Recovery and 
12-Step Recovery

• Addiction and Compulsive 
Behavior therapy focuses on 
treating the Disease of 
Addiction

• Grief Recovery  is not 
Pathological  or a disease 
but a REACTION TO  LOSS . 

• GRIEF RECOVERY  
is an Ongoing 
Process!!!



Signs of Difficulty Coping with Grief and Loss

• They may become withdrawn and isolated. They don’t want to be around family, stop 
calling friends or going out with people. They seem to lack the energy to socialize or 
participate in activities that they once loved.

• They are overwhelmed, moody, sad or listless. They lack the patience they once had 
and are more prone to angry outbursts. They may appear sad and have crying spells.

• They sleep a lot, or they can’t sleep. Anxiety and depression may disturb a person’s 
sleep cycle. This lack of restorative sleep can exacerbate untreated anxiety and 
depression and make them lethargic.

• They stop taking care of themselves. Their hygiene starts to decline, and they may not 
bathe as frequently. They don’t dress as neatly as they usually do or seem to not care 
about their appearance.

• They get sick more often. Untreated grief and loss can lead to depression, which can 
lower one’s immune system.

• They develop chronic pain. Emotional pain can manifest as physical pain.



Grief Recovery- Echoes of Unresolved Trauma

• Difficulty processing a loss may also be struggling with hidden and 
unresolved trauma that can go as far back as early childhood. Perhaps 
they’ve been self-medicating with substances or coping in some other 
manner, but the latest loss has upset their equilibrium and 
accelerated their substance use.

They might not even realize it, and it may not come to the surface 
until they’re in treatment. There may not be one specific traumatic 
event in their past, but potentially a series of repeated traumas, such 
as physical, verbal or emotional abuse growing up, or simply an 
unhealthy or chaotic upbringing. 



Facts and Statistics

• Approximately 20 million Americans will suffer from an ongoing 
substance abuse problem in any given year, and about 40 percent of 
this group will also experience the symptoms of one or more mental 
health disorders. Exact rates of addiction among complicated grief 
sufferers are undetermined, but there is little doubt they are higher 
than for the general population.

• Complicated grief statistics reveal this is not a small concern:

• Up to 20 percent of those who experience a close, personal loss will 
develop complicated bereavement disorder.

• About 2.5 million people die in the United States each year, and they 
will leave behind at least one million new complicated grief sufferers.

https://www.samhsa.gov/disorders
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/get-hardy/201309/about-complicated-bereavement-disorder-0


Symptoms of 
complicated 
grief

Constant focus on the 
departed person, to the 
point where it distracts 

from everything else

Feelings of unreality, 
detachment, and 

alienation from the 
world

Inability to take pleasure 
in formerly enjoyable 

activities

Living in the past, and in 
memories, rather than in 

the here and now

Intrusive thoughts about 
the lost loved one that 
interfere with normal 

activities

Desperate avoidance of 
reminders of the 

departed person; or 
conversely, wallowing in 

such reminders

Neglect of daily 
responsibilities related 

to work, school, 
finances, parenting, or 

relationships

Feelings that life is 
empty and meaningless

Reclusiveness, 
withdrawal from social 

life

Suspicion and mistrust of 
others, especially when 
they try to distract the 
grieving person from 

their sense of loss

Thoughts of suicide or 
suicide attempts

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/complicated-grief/symptoms-causes/syc-20360374


From Substance to Substance abuse and Addiction

• High levels of drug or alcohol use, despite intentions to use less

• Multiple failed attempts to quit drinking or taking drugs

• Growing tolerance for these intoxicants, accompanied by increased 
consumption

• Secretive behavior meant to hide the truth about substance use from loved 
ones or employers

• Suffering physical or mental health effects related to heavy drinking, but still 
being unable to stop

• Encounters with law enforcement related to substance abuse (DUIs, arrests 
for disorderly conduct, etc.)

• Trips to the doctor or the emergency room for treatment related to overdose, 
accidents, or other problems caused by drug or alcohol use.



Diagnosing Complicated Grief and Addiction

• Complicated grief is not currently recognized as an EXACT mental 
health disorder in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-5). 

• Mental health professionals may still diagnose it, if several symptoms 
have been in evidence for more than a month and if they relate to a 
death that occurred more than six months in the past.

• Alcohol or drug dependency can be diagnosed in the person suffering 
from complicated bereavement/Grief, if two or more of its distinctive 
symptoms are reported by patients seeking an evaluation.



Risk Factors 
for Addiction 

and 
Complicated 

Grief

Sudden and 
entirely 

unexpected deaths

Two or more losses 
experienced within 

a few months

Past incidences of 
mood disorders

High degree of 
dependency on the 
person who passed 

away

Pessimistic 
personality traits 

or approach to life

Social isolation, a 
lack of friendships 

or family 
connections

Being somehow 
responsible for the 

death

Surviving the 
accident or event 
that took a loved 

one’s life



Physical Health Problems associated 
with Unresolved Grief & Addiction.

• Insomnia, 

• Heart disease, 

• Cancer, and 

• High blood pressure. 

• Increased physical anxiety symptoms.

• General damaging immune system functioning. 

• Widespread physical breakdown.



Grief Recovery Obstacles to Recovery

•Giving up an Addiction has far reaching implications 
for addicts. No matter how much misery the addiction 
has created, it has also provided significant rewards: 
the pleasure, the sense of kinship with others who are 
making the same choices, the release from pain and 
stress, and the escape from overwhelming difficulties.  
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Grief Recovery 
INCOMPLETE RELATIONSHIPS

1. Unwilling to think or talk about either someone who has died or any 
other loss I may have gone through. 

2. Fond memories turn painful.

3. Wanting to talk only about positive aspects of the relationship.

4. Wanting to talk only about negative aspects of relationship.

5. Feeling of fear associated with thought or feelings about the 
relationship.

6. What incomplete loss do I feel is impacting me the most?



Incomplete 
Grief 

Caused by undelivered 
emotional communications.

3 Components/Categories:

• a) Apologies

• b) Forgives

• c) Significant Emotional 
Statements



"Am I equipped for 
happiness?"





TODAY’S NEWS 

Good News:  A feeling is a Physical 
Reaction to a Thought.

Bad News:  You create every Feeling 
you’ve ever had.

A New Choice.  





Complete the Relationship, (Unmet needs, 
hopes, dreams and Expectations)

1.) Feel the 
Feelings.

2.) Accept that 
It’s Not Okay.

3.) “Talk” About 
the Loss.



Grief 
Recovery 



Contact Information

• Linda Sykes, MS, LAC, CGRS
• linda.s@hbhcounseling.com

• ljsgriefrecovery@gmail.com

• HBH Counseling, 74 Brick Blvd. 
Brick, NJ 08723

• 732.477.0862 ext. 110
• hbhcounseling.com

mailto:ljsgriefrecovery@gmail.com

