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GRIEF STYLES: Transcending Gender
Research Perspectives  

Are there masculine and feminine styles of grieving?  It has been suggested that because of different socialization experiences, or perhaps even biological differences, men and women exhibit distinct patterns in the way they experience, express, and adapt to grief. Researchers have also suggested that the male role inhibits grieving because it places emphasis on the regulation of emotional expression and constrains the seeking of support from others. Women, on the other hand, are seen as more ready to accept help and express emotions, both of which are seen as facilitating grief (Wolfelt, 1990). Yet the idea that men grieve poorly is disputed by the research in the field of thanatology (the study of death). Researchers have studied the grief patterns and bereavement outcomes of men and women. The results have been mixed.

Beyond Gender: Patterns of Grief

Martin and Doka (1999) suggested that one look beyond gender to understand different patterns or styles of grief.  Martin and Doka proposed that these patterns are related to gender but not determined by them. They suggested that gender, culture, and initial temperament all interact to produce a dominant pattern of grief. They viewed these patterns of grief as a continuum. Martin and Doka further acknowledged that patterns are likely to change throughout an individual's development, often moving more toward the centre of the continuum as an individual moves to late adulthood. Based upon the underlying concept of emotion regulation, Martin and Doka proposed three basic patterns of grief: intuitive, instrumental, and dissonant.
Intuitive pattern. Intuitive grievers experience, express, and adapt to grief on a very affective level. Intuitive grievers are likely to report the experience of grief as waves of affect, or feeling. They are likely to strongly express these emotions as they grieve—shouting, crying, or displaying emotion in other ways. Intuitive grievers are also likely to be helped in ways that allow them to ventilate their emotions. Self-help and support groups, counselling, and other expressive opportunities that allow these grievers to ventilate feelings are likely to be helpful.

Instrumental pattern. Instrumental grievers are more likely to experience, express, and adapt to grief in more active and cognitive ways. Instrumental grievers will tend to experience grief as thoughts, such as a flooding of memories, or in physical or behavioural manifestations. They are likely to express grief in similar ways—doing something related to the loss, exercising, or talking about the loss. For example, in one case, a man whose daughter died in a car crash found great solace in repairing the fence his daughter had wrecked. "It was," he shared later, "the only part of the accident I could fix" (Martin & Doka, 1999).  Instrumental grievers are helped by strategies such as ‘bibliotherapy’ (the use of self-help literature) and other interventions that make use of cognitive and active approaches.

Dissonant pattern. Dissonant grievers are those who experience grief in one pattern but who are inhibited from finding appropriate ways to express or adapt to grief that are compatible with their experience. For example, a man might experience grief intuitively but feel constrained from expressing or adapting to grief in that way because he perceives it as contrary to his male role. Similarly, a woman might also experience grief in a more intuitive way but believe she has to repress that feeling in order to protect her family. Counselling with dissonant grievers involves helping to identify their inherent pattern, recognizing the barriers to effective expression and adaptation, and developing suitable intervention techniques.

Where men and women are found on this continuum. Martin and Doka suggested that many men, at least in Western culture, are likely to be found on the instrumental end of this continuum whereas women are more likely to be found on the intuitive end. The researchers stressed, however, that while gender does influence the pattern of grief, that pattern is not determined by gender. Martin and Doka also noted that many individuals in the centre of the continuum may show more blended patterns, using a range of emotional, behavioural, and cognitive strategies to adapt to loss.

	Intuitive Griever


	Instrumental Griever

	FEELINGS are intensely experienced
	THINKING is predominant to feeling as an experience; feelings are less intense. There is a general reluctance to talk specifically about feelings

	Expressions such as crying and suffering mirror the inner experience


	Mastery of oneself & the environment are most important

	Successful adaptive strategies facilitate the experience & expression of feelings


	Problem-solving as a strategy enables mastery of feelings & control of the environment in creating the new normal

	Prolonged periods of confusion, inability to concentrate, disorganization & disorientation


	Brief periods of cognitive dysfunction are common- confusion, forgetfulness, obsessiveness

	Physical exhaustion & anxiety may result


	Energy levels are enhanced, and symptoms of general grief reactions to the loss go unnoticed


Patterns occur along a continuum.  Those grievers near the middle who demonstrate a blending of the two styles experience a variety of both patterns.  One pattern may be more pronounced than another depending upon the loss and the personal connections to that loss.  This pattern suggests a need for even more choices among adaptive strategies than for the griever who is more fixed in either strategy mentioned above.

Gender may contribute to a particular style due to socialization rather than to gender itself. One needs to carefully consider the style of the individual and support it.  Accordingly, know that there is not a right or wrong way- just the way this individual must process this particular loss.  Some individuals have never dealt with a significant death, so the way they grieve and adapt to loss is unfamiliar to them.  Patience is important; support and encouragement for where the individual is at any particular time after the loss is key to effective support.

Personality and style are also important- some people are simply less verbal than others; others think through things before reacting.  Some go right into a task and take control of a situation, while others react emotionally first then gather themselves for action.  Both genders may represent this blended pattern.

Culture and Gender

It is critical to remember that any discussion of gender differences in grief, or even of patterns of grief that are influenced by gender, must take into account cultural differences. Culture influences grief in a number of ways. First, each culture has norms that govern the ways in which grief is appropriately expressed. In some cultures these norms can differ between genders. In a 1976 study, Paul Rosenblatt and his associates found that in the sixty societies they surveyed, thirty-two had no differences in the expectation of crying between men and women.  In the remaining twenty-eight, women were allowed more emotional expressiveness. Second, each culture defines relationships in different ways, which influences the level of attachment. These relationship definitions may also differ by gender.
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