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Practitioner’s Corner:
The Teeter/Totter of Balance When Facilitating Grief Groups
(based on requests to address maintaining balances when leading grief and/or bereavement groups)
by Ted Bowman

My almost three-year-old granddaughter recently reminded me that
balance is key when “riding” a teeter/
totter. She pointed out that because
I was bigger and heavier than her I
either made the ride bumpy, or I kept
her up in the air too long. Little did she
know that she could also be describing
group facilitation, especially in some
grief groups.
Grieving is bumpy; hence when grief
groups are not well-facilitated, members experience moments that mirror
their “bumpy grief rides” elsewhere.
Further, grief groups can leave people
confused (up in the air) about connections, meanings, and applications for
their own lives.
What are some typical balance issues in grief groups? Here are some,
two of which I will elaborate.
◆ The individual and the group
◆ Content and process
◆ Present, past or future stories
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◆ Grieving and hoping
◆ The group member, the dead person
or other family members
◆ Similarities and differences among
group members
◆ Working on one’s grief and
socializing
◆ The facilitator and the group

Balancing Individual and
Group Needs
Balancing needs does not mean
equality of participation or use of
time. People participate differently in
groups. Balancing rather means that
each member has the opportunity to
participate.
Balancing the needs of members
often requires a time perspective. At
a given moment it may appear that
someone is dominating—telling a
story of struggle, expressing grief,
asking for help in a crisis. Such behaviors become a group issue that needs
addressing when this becomes typical or on-going behavior. At a given
moment in a group, balancing may
not be required or appropriate. Look
at the whole session or the patterns of
interaction over time.
In a recent caregiver group, a woman shared during check-in that she
was in crisis. I turned to her after all
had introduced themselves and done
their brief overview. She, then, began
a sorrow-filled account of facing undesired choices for her husband because
of new actions and behaviors related
to his medical condition. She continued until a pause, when I momentarily
interrupted her to say to the group that
a member in crisis takes precedent
and that all could take advantage of

group support if they too had a crisis. I
was, at that time, speaking both to the
woman who was embarrassed about
the situation and the time she was
taking AND to the whole group about
what was happening. This was the
first time she had reported this sort of
crisis. It was important to give her the
space she deserved while also checking for others in crisis.
Be also careful to include “positive”
behaviors when considering balance.
A nice, thoughtful, caring person can
dominate a group. It is not only the
opinionated, negative, or aversive
person who dominates. Interrupt any
member who tilts the balance of participation.

Balancing Ways of
Grieving and Hoping
When facilitating a grief group, a
core principle about grief is that one
size does not fit all. Some cry, some
move toward tasks; some talk a lot,
many talk a little; some are preoccupied with losses, others are moving
forward even while also grieving; and
so it goes. The reality of differential grieving deserves naming often
because there is still an expectation of
“proper” ways to do grief and bereavement.
Be aware of your own bias about
responses to grieving persons. Do you
move quickly to say or do something
in response to a sad account that
lightens the load, or lifts the burden
(both well intentioned) but which may
also give a non-permission for anger,
wailing, an inability to receive consolation. In a recent article in the journal
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Literature and Medicine, Judy Segal
asserted that there is a culture within
cancer care programs that emphasizes
positive coping. The cancer patient
gets praise and support when doing
well; less so when the opposite. Segal,
a cancer patient herself, forcefully
claims that cancer isn’t the best thing
that ever happened to me (Segal,
2013). Similarly, Dennis Klass, wellknown bereavement scholar, started
a recent article with this: “Those who
study and treat bereavement seem to
be biased toward optimism” (Klass,
2013).

these. I promised to be a better sister,
although, in all honesty, I didn’t say it
out loud.

Grief groups, at their best, draw on
the dual process model that acknowledges the need for times, places,
venues (and groups) that allow for
grieving of any sort AND the same or
different times, places, venues that
allow for hope, healing, resiliency
examples, and non-grief stories. But,
neither emphasis should dominate the
other over time. Rather, ensure there
is clear room for both as part of grief
groups.

Summary
In this brief “Practitioners’ Corner” two issues of balance have been
highlighted for discussion. For both
examples, it can be important to name
the tensions in balance. That principle
also applies to other group situations
where balance is a challenge. Questions or reactions can be directed to
Ted Bowman at bowma008@umn.edu.
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This issue of Coalition News is once
again filled with stories and examples
of how, even during the darkest of
times, people rally, finding ways to
create second chances for themselves
and others. Dale Larson, our presenter
for the fall conference on Friday, Oct.
4th, promises to bring examples and
“therapeutic suggestions” on ways
to facilitate hope with clients and
patients. Please read Chairman Ben
Wolfe’s “Going Green” article to see
examples of how MCDES is doing its
part to create a second chance for our
environment. We can all do our part,
one digital newsletter, one tree, one
hummingbird at a time!
Gloria Englund’s story of loss walks
us through another example of the disease of addiction and how the losses
pile up. This mother’s revelation may
remind you, too, of how often grievers
become healers for others. Although
her beloved son died, she offers second chances to others in similar situations and so gives her son, Aaron’s life
purpose.
Death Cafés may be a new concept
to you. This is your chance to engage
in meaningful conversation with others
who want to discuss and understand
dying. There are as many perspectives
as there are people. Here’s an opportunity, a second-chance, if you will,
to talk about end-of-life with others.
Thanks to Sheila Duddy and Anna Lee
Roberts for this excellent article. Don’t

miss board member Ted Bowman’s
“Practitioner’s Corner” on the topic of
grief groups. No doubt you will come
away with a new idea or two regarding
ways to facilitate and offer support to
those who grieve. Thanks Ted, for a
unique look at this important role we
play in the lives of those looking for
ways to move forward following a loss.
November is National Caregivers’
Month. Our thanks to Jean Campbell,
LISW, Fairview Hospice, for sharing
her thoughts on the important role
caregivers play. Take the time to thank
the caregivers you know who make a
difference in all of our lives.
Ted Bowman’s review of the beautiful book, Nourishing the Grieving
Heart by Jane L. Thompson with
Holly Cashin reminds us, as Ted says,
“of how the ability to move between
times of loss and grief and times of
refreshment, healing, and joy...shows
strength and resiliency.”
A quote from Will Schwalbe, in The
End of Your Life Book Club says, “But
it takes so little to help people, and
people really do help each other, even
people with very little themselves. And
it’s not just about second chances.
Most people deserve an endless
number of chances.” So here’s to the
second chances we all deserve and
wish for; for hummingbirds and Mother
Earth, for sisters and brothers, for
grievers and healers. Thanks for the
second chances each of you help create. Stay well and keep on “networking, educating and supporting” as only
MCDES and its members can do! See
you at the fall conference October 4th.

Whatever awaits you through time, through worlds,
My loving heart with all its forces will be beside you,
Sustaining, helping.

~ Rudolph Steiner
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