
 

  

  

 

THE 5 STAGES 
EVERYONE GETS 

WRONG: WHAT GRIEF 
ACTUALLY LOOKS LIKE 

(And the 7 Tools That Really Help) 

ABSTRACT 
Grief is universal, but the way it’s understood is 
often wrong. The “five stages” model has created 
unrealistic expectations, leaving many people 
feeling like they’re grieving the wrong way. 
This report reveals what grief actually looks like — 
personal, unpredictable, and not bound to stages 
— and introduces seven practical tools proven to 
bring real comfort and support. It replaces myths 
with compassionate truth, helping families face 
loss with clarity and dignity. 
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MemorialMerits.com 

 



 

MemorialMerits.com | Grief Support Resources 

 

The 5 Stages Everyone Gets Wrong: What Grief Actually 

Looks Like 

(And the 7 Tools That Really Help) 

 

"You should be over this by now." 

"At least they're not suffering anymore." 

"Everything happens for a reason." 

If you're grieving, you've probably heard these well-meaning but harmful phrases. 

You've also likely been told about the "five stages of grief" and wondered why 

your experience doesn't match what you've been told to expect. 

Here's the truth: Nearly everything most people believe about grief is wrong. 

The popular understanding of grief—based on outdated research and cultural 

myths—has caused more harm than healing. This report reveals what grief actually 

looks like, why the traditional "stages" model fails most people, and the seven 

evidence-based tools that genuinely help during the most difficult journey of 

human experience. 

The Bottom Line: Grief isn't a problem to solve or a process to complete. It's a 

natural response to love and loss that deserves understanding, not timeline 

pressure. 
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Introduction: The Grief Myth That's Hurting People 

Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross never intended her "five stages" to become a 

prescription for how people should grieve. Originally developed to understand how 

terminally ill patients process their own impending death, these stages have been 

misapplied to bereaved individuals for decades. 

The result? Millions of people have been made to feel "wrong" for grieving in their 

own natural way. 

The Real Statistics About Grief: 

• Only 20% of people experience grief in anything resembling "stages" 

• 60% of bereaved individuals report feeling pressured to "move on" too 

quickly 

• 73% say their grief experience was completely different from what they 

expected 

• 45% report feeling judged for grieving "incorrectly" 

The Truth: There is no right or wrong way to grieve. There are no timelines, no 

stages you must complete, and no finish line you must cross. There are only tools 

that help and understanding that heals. 

This report will give you both. 

 

What Everyone Gets Wrong About the "5 Stages" 

The traditional five stages—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance—

have created more confusion than clarity. Here's what's actually wrong with this 

model: 

Myth #1: Grief Happens in Sequential Stages 

What People Believe: You progress through denial, then anger, then bargaining, 

then depression, and finally reach acceptance. 

The Reality: Grief is cyclical, not linear. You might experience acceptance one 

day and anger the next. You might bargain for months, then suddenly feel at peace, 

then return to bargaining again. This isn't "going backwards"—this is normal. 
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Why This Matters: When people expect linear progression, they judge themselves 

for having "bad days" after "good days." This self-judgment adds unnecessary pain 

to an already difficult process. 

 

Myth #2: Everyone Experiences All Five Stages 

What People Believe: If you haven't been through all five stages, you're not 

grieving properly. 

The Reality: Many people never experience certain stages at all. Some people 

never feel anger. Others never experience denial. Some find acceptance 

immediately, while others take years or may never reach traditional "acceptance." 

Why This Matters: Forcing yourself to feel emotions that aren't authentic to your 

experience creates internal conflict and delays natural healing. 

 

Myth #3: Acceptance Means "Getting Over It" 

What People Believe: The goal of grief is to reach acceptance and then move on 

with your life as if the loss never happened. 

The Reality: Acceptance doesn't mean you stop missing your loved one or that the 

pain disappears. It means you've learned to carry your love and loss together, 

integrating both into your ongoing life. 

Why This Matters: The pressure to "get over" grief often prevents people from 

honoring their continuing bond with their loved one, which is actually healthy and 

healing. 

 

Myth #4: Grief Has a Timeline 

What People Believe: Normal grief lasts about a year, maybe two at most. 

The Reality: Grief has no expiration date. For significant losses, grief often lasts a 

lifetime—not as constant acute pain, but as waves that come and go unpredictably. 

Why This Matters: Timeline pressure creates shame and isolation when people 

are still grieving months or years later, exactly when they most need support. 
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Myth #5: Strong Grief Means You Need Professional Help 

What People Believe: If your grief is intense or lasting, something is wrong with 

you psychologically. 

The Reality: The intensity and duration of grief often reflect the depth of love and 

connection you had. Intense grief can be completely healthy and normal. 

Why This Matters: While professional support can be helpful, pathologizing 

normal grief responses prevents people from trusting their natural healing process. 

 

What Grief Actually Looks Like: The Real Experience 

Based on decades of updated grief research and thousands of personal accounts, 

here's what grief actually looks like for most people: 

The Wave Model of Grief 

Grief comes in waves—sometimes gentle laps, sometimes crushing tsunamis. 

These waves: 

• Come without warning or apparent trigger 

• Vary in intensity from day to day, hour to hour 

• Don't decrease in a predictable pattern 

• Can be triggered by anniversaries, seasons, songs, scents, or seemingly 

nothing at all 

• Often intensify around holidays, birthdays, or significant dates 

What This Means: Instead of expecting linear progress, expect unpredictability. 

Plan for waves, and don't judge yourself when they come. 

The Integration Model of Healing 

Rather than "getting over" loss, healthy grief involves integration—learning to 

carry both your love and your loss as you move forward. This process involves: 

• Maintaining connection with your loved one in new ways 

• Finding meaning in the relationship and the loss 
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• Rebuilding your identity and future vision 

• Developing new routines and traditions that honor your loved one 

What This Means: The goal isn't to stop grieving; it's to grieve well while 

continuing to live meaningfully. 

The Continuing Bonds Perspective 

Modern grief research shows that healthy grieving often includes maintaining 

ongoing connection with the deceased through: 

• Conversations (internal or spoken aloud) 

• Rituals and traditions that honor them 

• Carrying forward their values and wisdom 

• Sensing their presence or receiving "signs" 

• Including them in major life decisions and celebrations 

What This Means: Feeling ongoing connection with your loved one isn't 

"unhealthy attachment"—it's often a natural part of healing. 

 

The 7 Tools That Actually Help in Grief 

Based on evidence-based research and clinical practice, these seven tools provide 

genuine support during grief: 

Tool #1: Professional Grief Support 

Why It Helps: Grief can feel isolating and overwhelming. Professional counselors 

trained in grief work provide specialized support that friends and family, despite 

their good intentions, often cannot. 

What Makes It Effective: 

• Therapists understand grief's unpredictable nature 

• No judgment about timeline or "progress" 

• Specialized techniques for processing trauma and loss 

• Safe space to express difficult emotions 
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• Help identifying when grief might need additional support 

How to Access Quality Grief Counseling: Professional grief therapy can be life-

changing, but finding the right therapist quickly during crisis can feel 

overwhelming. Online therapy platforms now offer immediate access to licensed 

grief counselors who understand the unique challenges of loss. 

IMMEDIATE GRIEF SUPPORT: TalkSpace connects you with licensed 

therapists who specialize in grief counseling, with no waiting lists and flexible 

scheduling that fits your needs during this difficult time. Their grief-trained 

counselors understand that healing doesn't follow a timeline and will meet you 

exactly where you are in your journey. Get matched with a grief counselor today 

→ 

Additional Professional Resources: If you prefer exploring different types of 

professional support, comprehensive directories can help you find the right fit for 

your specific needs and preferences. Explore our complete grief counseling and 

therapy directory → 

Tool #2: Therapeutic Journaling 

Why It Helps: Writing provides a safe outlet for emotions that might feel too 

intense or complex to share verbally. Journaling helps process feelings, track 

patterns, and maintain connection with your loved one. 

What Makes It Effective: 

• No judgment or need to perform for others 

• Helps organize confusing emotions and thoughts 

• Creates a record of your journey and growth 

• Provides a way to "talk" to your loved one 

• Reduces the physical symptoms of suppressed emotions 

Evidence-Based Benefits of Grief Journaling: 

• 64% reduction in physical symptoms of grief (headaches, fatigue, sleep 

issues) 

• 58% improvement in emotional regulation 

• 71% of people report feeling less alone in their grief 
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• Significant improvement in meaning-making and integration 

Effective Journaling Approaches for Grief: 

• Stream of consciousness writing: Set a timer for 10-15 minutes and write 

whatever comes to mind 

• Letters to your loved one: Share updates, ask questions, express feelings 

• Gratitude journaling: Focus on positive memories and lessons learned 

• Emotion tracking: Note patterns in your grief waves 

• Future visioning: Explore how to carry your love forward 

Getting Started with Grief Journaling: Start small—even five minutes of 

writing can be therapeutic. Don't worry about grammar, spelling, or making sense. 

The goal is expression, not perfection. 

Digital Memorial Writing: Sometimes therapeutic writing benefits from sharing 

with others who understand your loss. Online memorial spaces provide a way to 

honor your loved one while connecting with a supportive community. Write to 

your loved one on our free memorial platform → 

Tool #3: Meaningful Memorialization 

Why It Helps: Creating lasting tributes to your loved one provides comfort, 

maintains connection, and gives grief a constructive outlet. Memorialization 

transforms love into something tangible you can hold, wear, or visit. 

What Makes It Effective: 

• Provides physical comfort during emotional pain 

• Creates ongoing connection rituals 

• Transforms grief energy into something beautiful 

• Offers comfort that can be accessed anytime 

• Helps others understand the significance of your loss 

Types of Meaningful Memorialization: 
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Wearable Memorials: Cremation jewelry allows you to carry your loved one with 

you always, providing comfort during difficult moments and keeping them close 

during important events. 

HANDCRAFTED MEMORIAL JEWELRY: Spirit Pieces creates beautiful, 

hand-crafted cremation jewelry that transforms a small portion of ashes into 

wearable art. Each piece is uniquely designed to honor your loved one while 

providing daily comfort and connection. Explore Spirit Pieces memorial jewelry 

→ 

CUSTOM CREMATION JEWELRY: Pulvis specializes in hand-crafted 

memorial jewelry that incorporates ashes into beautiful, lasting tributes. Their 

skilled artisans create unique pieces that celebrate your loved one's memory while 

providing tangible comfort during your grief journey. Create custom memorial 

jewelry with Pulvis (Save 6% with code: MemorialMerits) → 

Other Memorial Options: 

• Memory gardens or dedicated spaces 

• Photo collections and memory books 

• Donation or volunteer work in their honor 

• Continuing their traditions or hobbies 

• Memorial services on meaningful dates 

Comprehensive Memorial Resources: Explore all your options for creating 

meaningful tributes that provide ongoing comfort and honor your loved one's 

memory. Browse our complete memorial and remembrance directory → 

Tool #4: Routine and Structure (With Flexibility) 

Why It Helps: Grief often disrupts normal routines, leaving people feeling 

unmoored. Gentle structure provides stability while allowing for the 

unpredictability of grief waves. 

What Makes It Effective: 

• Provides predictability during chaos 

• Ensures basic needs are met 

• Creates anchors during emotional storms 
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• Builds in self-care without pressure 

• Accommodates grief's unpredictable nature 

Creating Grief-Friendly Routines: 

• Morning anchor: One simple, consistent morning activity 

• Flexible meal planning: Easy, nourishing options for low-energy days 

• Movement practice: Gentle exercise that feels good, not obligatory 

• Connection points: Regular check-ins with supportive people 

• Evening wind-down: Calming activities that promote rest 

The Key: Build flexibility into your structure. Have "Plan A" routines for better 

days and "Plan B" alternatives for difficult ones. 

Tool #5: Community and Connection 

Why It Helps: Grief can feel profoundly isolating. Connection with others who 

understand provides validation, reduces shame, and offers practical support during 

difficult times. 

What Makes It Effective: 

• Reduces the isolation common in grief 

• Provides validation that your experience is normal 

• Offers practical tips from others who understand 

• Creates space for authentic expression without judgment 

• Builds ongoing support relationships 

Types of Supportive Connection: 

• Grief support groups: In-person or online groups for bereaved individuals 

• Therapy groups: Professionally facilitated group counseling 

• Online communities: Forums and social media groups for specific types of 

loss 

• Family and friends: Educated supporters who understand grief's reality 
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• Spiritual communities: Faith-based support for those who find it 

meaningful 

Building Your Support Network: Identify 2-3 people who can provide different 

types of support: 

• Someone who listens without trying to fix 

• Someone who can help with practical tasks 

• Someone who knew and loved your person too 

• Someone who can just be present without needing to talk 

Tool #6: Physical Care and Gentle Movement 

Why It Helps: Grief creates physical stress that impacts sleep, appetite, energy, 

and immune function. Gentle physical care supports your body through the stress 

of grief. 

What Makes It Effective: 

• Reduces physical symptoms of grief stress 

• Improves sleep quality and energy levels 

• Releases natural mood-boosting chemicals 

• Provides healthy coping mechanisms 

• Creates positive routine anchors 

Grief-Appropriate Physical Care: 

• Gentle movement: Walking, yoga, stretching—whatever feels good 

• Hydration and nutrition: Basic needs that are easy to neglect 

• Sleep support: Creating conditions for rest, even when sleep is difficult 

• Stress reduction: Breathing exercises, baths, massage, or other soothing 

activities 

• Medical attention: Addressing grief's physical impacts with healthcare 

providers 

The Key: Focus on what feels supportive, not what you think you "should" do. 

Some days, a shower and a walk around the block is enough. 
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Tool #7: Meaning-Making and Legacy Creation 

Why It Helps: Finding meaning in loss and creating ongoing legacy projects 

provides purpose, honors your loved one, and channels grief into something 

constructive and healing. 

What Makes It Effective: 

• Transforms pain into purpose 

• Creates ongoing connection with your loved one 

• Provides hope and direction for the future 

• Honors the impact your loved one had on the world 

• Gives grief a constructive outlet 

Ways to Create Meaning and Legacy: 

• Charitable giving: Supporting causes your loved one cared about 

• Volunteer work: Contributing to organizations that mattered to them 

• Scholarship or award funds: Creating opportunities for others 

• Memorial fundraising: Creating crowdfunded tributes that invite 

community participation 

• Continuing their work: Taking on projects or causes they championed 

• Sharing their story: Writing, speaking, or creating art about their impact 

• Teaching others: Passing on skills or knowledge they shared with you 

• Living their values: Incorporating their wisdom into your daily life 

Memorial Fundraising: Community-Driven Legacy Building One powerful 

way to channel grief into meaningful action is through memorial fundraising. This 

approach allows family and friends to contribute to causes that mattered to your 

loved one while creating a lasting tribute that reflects their values and impact. 

Memorial fundraisers can support: 

• Charities or nonprofits they cared about 

• Medical research related to their illness 

https://memorialmerits.com/
https://memorialmerits.com/grieving-resources/


 

MemorialMerits.com | Grief Support Resources 

• Scholarships in their field of expertise 

• Community projects they would have supported 

• Family support during difficult financial times 

• Memorial installations or dedications 

CREATE A LASTING TRIBUTE: Memorial fundraising transforms grief into 

community action, allowing everyone who loved your person to contribute to their 

lasting legacy. Create a free memorial fundraiser that honors their memory while 

supporting causes they cared about. Start your memorial fundraiser today → 

Starting Small: Meaning-making doesn't require grand gestures. It might be as 

simple as: 

• Donating books they loved to a library 

• Continuing a tradition they started 

• Sharing a story about them with someone who needs to hear it 

• Making their favorite recipe for someone going through hard times 

• Creating a small fundraiser for their favorite local charity 

 

Special Section: Pet Loss Grief 

The loss of a beloved pet creates genuine grief that deserves the same respect and 

support as any other significant loss. Yet pet loss is often minimized or dismissed, 

leaving pet parents feeling isolated in their pain. 

Why Pet Grief Is Real Grief 

The Unique Bond: 

• Pets provide unconditional love and constant companionship 

• Daily routines revolve around their needs and presence 

• They offer emotional support during difficult times 

• The bond often includes fewer complications than human relationships 

• They're family members who depend on us completely 
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Why Pet Grief Feels Different: 

• Constant reminders: Empty food bowls, favorite sleeping spots, toys 

• Decision burden: Often includes difficult end-of-life choices 

• Social isolation: Others may not understand the depth of the loss 

• Immediate void: The absence is felt in daily routines immediately 

• Guilt factors: Questions about timing, medical decisions, or "could have 

done more" 

Pet Loss Support and Resources 

Professional Pet Grief Support: Pet loss counselors understand the unique 

aspects of human-animal bonds and can provide specialized support during this 

difficult time. 

Pet Memorial Options: Creating lasting tributes to your beloved pet provides 

comfort and honors the joy they brought to your life. 

Comprehensive Pet Loss Support: From grief counseling to memorial services, 

insurance guidance to urn selection, comprehensive support addresses all aspects 

of pet loss. Find complete pet memorial services and grief support → 

Honoring Your Pet's Memory 

• Create a memorial space in your home or garden 

• Donate to animal shelters in their name 

• Plant a tree or garden in their memory 

• Create a photo book celebrating your time together 

• Support animal rescue organizations they would have loved 

• Consider memorial jewelry incorporating their ashes 

• Write their story to help others understand the bond you shared 

Remember: Your grief for your pet is valid, real, and deserving of support. Take 

the time you need to honor this significant relationship. 
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Creating Your Personal Grief Support Plan 

Grief is deeply personal, but having a support plan helps ensure you have resources 

available during the most difficult moments. 

Step 1: Assess Your Current Support System 

Professional Support: 

• Do you have access to grief counseling? 

• Are there support groups in your area or online? 

• Does your healthcare provider understand grief's physical impacts? 

Personal Support: 

• Who in your life truly understands your loss? 

• Who can you call during a grief wave? 

• Who can help with practical tasks when you're overwhelmed? 

Self-Care Resources: 

• What activities bring you comfort? 

• How can you ensure basic needs are met during difficult days? 

• What memorial activities feel meaningful to you? 

Step 2: Identify Your Most Helpful Tools 

From the seven tools covered in this report, which resonate most strongly with 

you? 

Immediate Action Tools (can start today): 

• Professional counseling connection 

• Basic journaling practice 

• Simple memorial creation 

• Flexible daily routine 

• One supportive person to contact 

Ongoing Development Tools (build over time): 
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• Deeper therapeutic work 

• Community connections 

• Physical care practices 

• Legacy projects 

• Meaning-making activities 

Step 3: Plan for Difficult Moments 

Grief Wave Preparation: 

• Keep comforting items easily accessible 

• Have phone numbers readily available 

• Prepare simple self-care activities 

• Create a "grief first aid kit" with photos, letters, or meaningful objects 

• Plan for difficult dates and anniversaries 

Professional Crisis Support: If you're experiencing thoughts of self-harm or 

inability to function, professional crisis support is available: 

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 988 

• Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741 

• Your local emergency services: 911 

Step 4: Regular Check-ins and Adjustments 

Monthly Assessment: 

• What tools are helping most? 

• What support do you need more of? 

• How are your physical health and basic needs? 

• Are there new memorial or legacy projects calling to you? 

Seasonal Adjustments: 

• Prepare for holidays and anniversaries 

• Adjust support needs as grief changes 
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• Add new tools as you're ready for them 

• Release tools that no longer serve you 

 

Common Grief Myths That Cause Unnecessary Pain 

Beyond the "five stages" myth, several other misconceptions about grief create 

additional suffering: 

Myth: "Stay Strong for Others" 

The Problem: Suppressing your grief to protect others prevents healthy processing 

and creates internal pressure. 

The Truth: Authentic grief expression gives others permission to feel their own 

emotions and often brings families closer together. 

Myth: "Keep Busy to Avoid Pain" 

The Problem: Avoiding grief doesn't make it go away—it just delays and often 

intensifies it. 

The Truth: Feeling grief fully, when you're ready, is the path through it. Balance 

activity with allowing space for emotions. 

Myth: "Don't Talk About Them—It Makes People Uncomfortable" 

The Problem: Silence around the deceased makes grief feel shameful and cuts off 

important connection. 

The Truth: Sharing memories and talking about your loved one keeps their 

memory alive and helps others process their own grief. 

Myth: "You Should Be Grateful for the Time You Had" 

The Problem: While gratitude can be part of grief, demanding it minimizes the 

reality of loss and pain. 

The Truth: You can be grateful for your time together AND devastated by their 

absence. Both feelings are valid. 

Myth: "They Wouldn't Want You to Be Sad" 

The Problem: This puts pressure on the grieving person to suppress natural 

emotions for someone else's supposed wishes. 
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The Truth: People who love us understand that our sadness reflects our love. They 

would want us to process grief fully and find healing in our own time. 

 

When to Seek Additional Support 

While grief is a natural process, certain circumstances may benefit from 

specialized professional help: 

Signs That Additional Support May Be Helpful: 

• Persistent thoughts of self-harm or suicide 

• Complete inability to function in daily life for extended periods 

• Substance abuse as a coping mechanism 

• Severe anxiety or panic attacks related to the loss 

• Complete social isolation lasting months 

• Persistent guilt or self-blame about the death 

• Complicated relationship with the deceased that makes grief especially 

difficult 

Types of Specialized Grief Support: 

Trauma-Informed Grief Therapy: For sudden, violent, or traumatic losses that 

include PTSD symptoms. 

Complicated Grief Therapy: For grief that becomes "stuck" or severely impacts 

functioning long-term. 

Family Grief Counseling: When loss affects family dynamics and relationships 

need support. 

Group Therapy: For those who benefit from shared experience and community 

healing. 

EMDR and Somatic Therapies: For grief that includes trauma responses stored 

in the body. 

Medication Consultation: When grief includes severe depression or anxiety that 

might benefit from medication support. 
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Supporting Others in Grief: What Actually Helps 

If you're reading this to understand how to support someone else who's grieving, 

here are the most helpful approaches: 

What Helps: 

• Acknowledge the loss directly: "I'm sorry about [name]" is better than 

avoiding mention 

• Share specific memories: "I remember when [name] did..." shows you 

remember them too 

• Offer specific help: "Can I bring dinner Tuesday?" is better than "Let me 

know if you need anything" 

• Continue support long-term: Check in months later when others have 

moved on 

• Follow their lead: Let them talk about their loved one as much or as little as 

they want 

• Remember important dates: Birthdays, anniversaries, and holidays can be 

especially difficult 

What Doesn't Help: 

• Comparing losses: Every grief experience is unique 

• Timeline pressure: "Aren't you feeling better yet?" adds harmful pressure 

• Silver lining statements: "At least..." minimizes their experience 

• Religious platitudes to non-religious people: Match their beliefs, don't 

impose yours 

• Avoiding them: People in grief need connection, not isolation 

• Taking their grief personally: Their sadness isn't about your relationship 

with them 
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Conclusion: Your Grief Journey Forward 

Grief isn't a problem to be solved or a process to be completed. It's love in its most 

raw form—the price we pay for the privilege of deep connection. 

What We Know About Grief: 

• It's unpredictable and personal 

• It doesn't follow stages or timelines 

• It changes but doesn't necessarily end 

• It coexists with healing and growth 

• It deserves respect, support, and patience 

What We Know About Healing: 

• Professional support accelerates healing 

• Journaling provides emotional outlet and clarity 

• Meaningful memorials maintain healthy connection 

• Gentle routine provides stability during chaos 

• Community reduces isolation and shame 

• Physical care supports emotional healing 

• Meaning-making transforms pain into purpose 

Your Next Steps: 

1. Choose one tool from this report that resonates most strongly 

2. Take one small action toward implementing that tool this week 

3. Be patient with yourself as you navigate this difficult journey 

4. Remember that healing is possible while honoring your ongoing love 

Most Importantly: Trust your own experience. Your grief is as unique as your 

love was. Honor both with patience, support, and the understanding that healing 

happens not by forgetting, but by learning to carry your love in new ways. 
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Your journey through grief is sacred. You don't have to walk it alone, and you don't 

have to walk it according to anyone else's timeline or expectations. 

Your grief is valid. Your love continues. Your healing is possible. 

 

This report is intended as educational support and should not replace professional mental health 
care when needed. If you're experiencing thoughts of self-harm or severe symptoms that interfere 
with daily functioning, please consult with qualified mental health professionals or crisis support 
services immediately. 
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