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Grief is a normal response to loss of any kind.  People coping with serious
or terminal illness may experience grief related to their prognosis.   As a
healthcare professional working with patients at this time, it is important
to determine whether a patient is expressing symptoms of grief or 
depression.  Grief symptoms may be confused with either pain or 
depression.  Pain and depression are treatable and are not normal aspects
of the dying process.  Assessing for pain and depression and treating
appropriately will help to facilitate a patient's normal grief process.  

Symptoms for grief and depression appear similar yet there are key 
differentiating characteristics.  Feelings of hopelessness, guilt, 
worthlessness and thoughts of suicide are the key factors that differentiate
grief from depression.

Patients experiencing ggrriieeff:
respond to support from others
openly express anger about their situation

express sadness yet still experience times of enjoyment
feel guilt over a specific aspect of the loss

Patients experiencing ddeepprreessssiioonn:
do not accept support from others
tend not to openly express anger
exhibit general sense of doom and hopelessness
have generalized feelings of guilt and extended loss of self-esteem  

Healthcare professionals can help a patient experience normal grieving
during serious illness by:

Being very honest with the patient when discussing prognosis, patient 
goals and treatment options.
Assessing for and treating pain and depression.
Asking for help from other professionals experienced in working 
with grief and depression.  

GRIEF OR DEPRESSION?
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There aare sseveral wwebsites tthat aaddress cclinical aand 
program iissues rrelated tto hhospice aand ppalliative ccare.  

In ffact, mmost oof tthe iinformation sshared iin 
Best PPractices iis ttaken ffrom FFast FFacts, aa 

publication ffound oon tthe EEPERC wwebsite.

www.eperc.mcw.edu
www.nhpco.org
www.capc.org


