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In the following passage from War and Peace, Tolstoy described reac-
tions to the death of Prince Andrei:

When the body, washed and clothed, lay in the coffin on the table
everyone went to take leave of him, and everyone wept.

Little Nikolai cried because his heart was torn with perplexity. The
countess and Sonya cried from pity for Natasha and because he was no
more. The old count cried because he felt that before long he too must
step over the same terrible threshold.

Natasha and Princess Maria wept too now, but they wept not because
of their own personal grief: they wept from the emotion and awe which
took possession of their souls before the simple and solemn mystery of
death that had been accomplished before their eyes.
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It is evident from this passage that reactions to the loss of the prince
differed according to the specific meaning attached to the death by each of
the bereaved people present: To say that everyone cried because they were
grief stricken emerges as a gross oversimplification. Everyone cried, but for
very different reasons.

How a person feels and reacts on becoming bereaved is dependent on
the meaning that is assigned to the loss. Although this seems intuitively
convincing—even a truism—and well demonstrated in such literary ac-
counts, the problem remains that “meaning” is a nebulous concept. If it is
so central, then to understand the phenomena associated with bereavement
we need to define meaning in a scientifically useful way. Furthermore, we
need to empirically operationalize and examine component parts of the
concept.

Different scientific approaches reflecting differing theoretical posi-
tions have been adopted to elucidate “meaning” in research on bereave-
ment. For example, attachment perspectives (e.g., Bowlby, 1980) have ex-
amined the nature (meaning) of the relationship with the deceased person.
Family systems theorists (e.g., Nadeau, 1998) have examined processes of
meaning making in families. The sociologist Tony Walter (1996) has ad-
dressed meaning-related themes in his “New model of grief,” wherein the
construction of biography about the deceased person becomes a central
process in grieving. Social support theorizing (e.g., W. Stroebe & Stroebe,
1987) has analyzed the meaning of loss in terms of the deficits (emotional,
companionship, instrumental, appraisal, etc.) created by the death of the
significant person. Cognitive stress theorists (e.g., Folkman & Lazarus,
1980; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) have focused on appraisal processes in
dealing with stressors such as bereavement and the relation of these to cop-
ing and adjustment. The psychosocial transition model (Parkes, 1993) de-
fined specific psychological and social aspects of loss and gain that are con-
comitant with bereavement. Similarly, Rubin’s (1992) two-track model can
be regarded as defining categories of meaning. Finally, cognitive therapists
(e.g., Fleming & Robinson, 1991) have provided analyses in terms of attri-
butions and cognitive processing.

None of these perspectives offers an analysis of the dynamics of cogni-
tive processing within the framework of a bereavement-specific model of
coping. We need to understand what types of cognitions bereaved people are-
going through and how these are regulated across the course of time: What
categories of meaning are used, and how do these change to enable the be-
reaved person to progress through grief and come to terms with loss? The
purpose of this chapter is to provide an exploration of such cognitive
processes, using the framework of the dual process model of coping with be-
reavement (DPM; for a more detailed description of the basic model, see M.
Stroebe & Schut, 1999). This analysis of the process of coping with be-
reavement focuses specifically on the aspect of confrontation and avoid-
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ance, the positive and negative valence of the emotion or situation being
confronted or avoided, and its effects on coping with loss.

STRUCTURAL COMPONENTS OF THE DPM

The DPM provides an analytic framework for understanding how peo-
ple adapt to the loss of a significant person in their lives. Earlier theoretical
formulations and principles of intervention emphasized the centrality of
grief work in this process (e.g., Bowlby, 1980; Freud, 1917/1957; Linde-
mann, 1944; Raphael & Nunn, 1988). The so-called “grief work hypothe-
sis” that can be derived from these perspectives states that people need to
confront their loss, to go over the events before and at the time of death, to
focus on memories, and to work toward detachment from the deceased per-
son. Fundamental is the view that one needs to bring the reality of loss into
one’s awareness as much as possible and that suppression is maladaptive.
Recently, following questions raised at the theoretical level (e.g., Rosen-
blatt, 1983; Stroebe, 1992; Wortman & Silver, 1987) and failures to verify
it empirically (e.g., M. Stroebe & Stroebe, 1991; Wortman & Silver, 1987,
1989), bereavement researchers have come to realize the potential limita-
tions inherent in the grief work hypothesis. Although grief work is seen as
an integral part of coming to terms with loss, other processes need consid-
eration. Thus, although the DPM incorporates the grief work principle it ex-
tends conceptualization of the manner in which adaptation takes place in
the following way.

The DPM specifies two types of stressors: loss orientation and restora-
tion orientation. This specification is necessary because research has shown
that bereaved people not only have to cope with the loss of the loved pet-
son himself or herself, but also have to make major adjustments in their lives
that come about as secondary consequences of the death. Both of these as-
pects are potential sources of stress and anxiety. Loss-oriented coping thus
refers to dealing with, concentrating on, and working through some aspect
of the loss experience itself (e.g., crying about the death, yearning for the
person, looking at his or her photograph). Restoration-oriented coping, on the
other hand, includes mastering of the tasks that the bereaved person had un-
dertaken, dealing with arrangements for reorganizing life, and developing
new identities.

It is important to make this specification with respect to stressors, first,
because it enables us to define meaning accordingly. For example, loss-ori-
ented coping would involve dealing with such cognitions (meanings) as “I
miss his presence every minute of the day,” whereas an example of restora-
tion-oriented meaning would be “I am a single person in a ‘couple’ society.”
Second, although the two types of stressor are interrelated, one cannot si-
multaneously attend to both: Coping at any one point in time is either loss
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or restoration oriented. The bereaved individual can, in fact, to some extent
choose to ignore or to concentrate on the one or the other aspect of loss and
change in their lives. Thus, it becomes necessary to introduce a regulatory
process, which we have designated oscillation. Oscillation is a dynamic
process, fundamental to adaptive coping, of alternation between loss- and
restoration-oriented coping and alternation between coping with one of
these two stressors and not coping at all (complete distraction, unrelated
daily activities). Confrontation of loss is, then, interspersed, for example,
with avoidance of memories or attendance to the additional stressors such
as managing extra household chores or dealing with the changed finances.
These basic components of the model are depicted in Figure 3.1.

COPING STRATEGIES IN THE DPM

The process of coming to terms with the loss of a loved person emerges
as more complex than described in grief work formulations. Grief work is in-
deed part of grieving—at least within our own Western, industrialized culture.
It does seem that one needs to focus on grief in order to assimilate the expe-
rience into pre-existing schemas or change the schemas to accommodate to
the changed world (cf. Janoff-Bulman, 1992). Repetition, rumination or—ar-
guably most important—sharing with others who would help change schemas
would seem necessary. But this—following the DPM—is not enough. How
can we define the more complex cognitive processes underlying the structure
outlined in this model? What dimensions are relevant for the analysis of cop-
ing with bereavement, and how can we describe the mechanisms that influ-
ence the course of adjustment? Answers to these questions should bring us
closer to describing ways to analyze meanings of loss and to examine the role
that such cognitions may have in the process of adjustment to bereavement.
Some leads can be found in the cognitive stress literature. Theorists in this
field have identified major types of coping strategies, including emotion-fo-
cused versus problem-focused coping and the confrontation—avoidance di-
mension (e.g., Billings & Moos, 1981; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; for a review,
see de Ridder, 2000).

As discussed elsewhere (M. Stroebe & Schut, 1999), the emotion—
problem-focused dimension is not equivalent to but cuts across loss- and
restoration-oriented coping. For example, restoration-oriented coping dif-
fers from problem-focused coping, even though the former is defined in
terms of secondary problems. It subsumes emotion-focused coping associated
with managing the secondary life stressors, such as mastering the skills lost
with the deceased person, which could be tackled either by trying out the
task or by working on one’s anxiety about accomplishing the skills (e.g.,
through distraction, avoidance, and emotional control). For such reasons,
the problem—emotion-focused coping dimension is not considered useful for
further analysis in this context.
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