
When it comes to grief, we often think of the loving relationship we had with the person who died, and the deep 
sadness and longing we feel when they are gone. But what happens when the relationship was not so good? What 
happens when we don’t feel sad or long for the person who has died, but instead feel nothing or a sense of relief?  

Grief is a companion to loss, and it’s experienced in a variety of forms. One may feel they are not grieving or 
don’t have a right to grieve a complicated relationship. This is not the case. You have a right to grieve even if the 
relationship was difficult. Your grief may feel confusing and as complicated as the relationship that was lost. If 
the relationship with the person involved both good and difficult times, the survivor may experience a range of 
emotions, including sadness, relief, numbness or even gratefulness. Complex feelings, such as anger, disdain and 
guilt, may also surface for you. 

All these grief reactions are natural and have their place in the healing process. It’s important to acknowledge 
them and allow yourself to feel all the emotions. Consider the reality of the situation and the factors you could and 
couldn’t control in your relationship. If the person who died hurt you, relief may be the natural reaction to their 
death. At times, the feeling of relief leads to feelings of guilt. Feeling relieved after someone has died doesn’t mean 
you’re a bad person; it means that bad things have happened within your relationship. Give yourself permission to 
feel all of the emotions. Often, this is what is needed and will help begin the healing process.

When grief is complicated by our relationship with the person who died, forgiveness can be an important 
component to one’s grief. We don’t always get the opportunity for forgiveness prior to someone’s death, but that 
doesn’t mean the chance for forgiveness is lost. Forgiveness is often about bringing peace to our own hearts, and 
this may be just as, or more important, after the person dies. One way to approach this is to write a letter to the 
person or go to a place of memorial, like the gravesite or a place unique to the person, and read the letter out loud. 

In other circumstances, you might need to communicate something you were unable to say while the person was 
living. Death can present the opportunity to share these feelings. The process of expressing your emotions even 
after the person died can be healing. 

It’s helpful to find a good outlet to share how you’re feeling, such as a trusted friend, family member or grief 
professional. You may also consider journaling about your grief experience. 

It can be difficult to know how to support a friend or family member who is grieving a complicated relationship. 
Many sympathy cards may not seem appropriate, and we may feel at a loss for the right words. It may feel easier to 
just avoid the situation altogether but doing so can leave the bereaved feeling alone and disenfranchised from their 
grief. You don’t need to have the right words to support someone who is grieving. Simply hearing you care and are 
there for the grieving person, if needed, can be enough to help them in their grief.

Hospice of the Red River Valley recognizes relationships and grief are unique, and at times, complicated. We 
provide compassionate support that is respectful to each person’s individual needs and situation. If you need 
support, we can help. Contact us at grief@hrrv.org or call (800) 237-4629.
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