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It is not uncommon for people to question whether they or someone they know is depressed after the 

death of a loved one. For most people, the emotional, mental and physical symptoms experienced 

after a death can be attributed to normal grief. However, this is not always the case. It is important to 

understand the difference between normal grief and clinical depression so the bereaved person gets 

the appropriate support or treatment. Before we can differentiate between grief and depression, we 

need to understand what defines each of them. 

Grief 

Grief can be defined as a natural response to any loss, including physical, cognitive, emotional, 
behavioral and spiritual responses. Grief is unique to each individual but can include any combination 
of the following: 

• Change in appetite 

• Sleep disturbance 

• Fatigue/exhaustion 

• Tearfulness 

• Difficulty concentrating 

• Avoidance of people and situations 

• Suicidal thoughts or actions 

• Anger, sadness, loneliness 

• Feelings of hopelessness 

• Neglect of hygiene 

• Loss of interest in work or activities 

• Anger at self, deceased person, God  

Depression 

Depression is clinical condition that can become deadly if left untreated. To be diagnosed with 
depression from a medical professional, a person must have a certain number and combination of 
symptoms. These symptoms must be present nearly every day for at least two weeks. Some criteria 
for diagnosis include presence of the following: 

• Depressed mood or irritability 

• Loss of interest or pleasure in activities 

• Loss of appetite, significant weight loss 

• Sleeping too much or not enough 

• Sluggish movements 

• Fatigue, loss of energy 

• Feelings of worthlessness, guilt 

• Indecisiveness, difficultly concentrating 

• Recurrent thoughts of death or suicide 

   • Significant impairment in functioning 

 
As you can see, there are many similarities between grief and depression, but there 
are also important differences. The chart below identifies some of the differences 
between typical grief reactions and clinical depression. Keep in mind that it is possible 
a person could be experiencing both grief and depression at the same time. 
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Grief Depression 

There is an identifiable loss A specific loss may or may not be identified 

The person’s focus is on the loss The person’s focus is on self 

Fluctuating ability to feel pleasure Inability to feel pleasure 

Fluctuating physical symptoms Prolonged and marked functional impairment 

Closeness of others is usually comforting Persistent isolation from others and self 

Able to feel a wide range of emotions Fixed emotions and feeling “stuck” 

May express guilt over some aspects of the loss Has generalized feelings of guilt 

Self-esteem is usually preserved after the loss Feelings of worthlessness and self-loathing common 

Thoughts of death are typically related to wanting to 
be reunited with the deceased loved one 

Thoughts of death related to feeling worthless, 
undeserving of life or unable to cope with the pain 

 

___________________________________________________________ 

* IF YOU NEED HELP * 

 
You are not alone. Every day thousands of people across the U.S. and Canada turn to 2-1-1 for 
information and support—whether financial, domestic, health or disaster-related. 2-1-1 is a 
free, confidential referral and information service that connects people from all communities 
and of all ages to a specialist who will help you find local health and human services, 24 hours 
a day, seven days a week. 

2-1-1 is available throughout the U.S. and in many parts of Canada* by phone, text, and web. A 
toll-free call to 2-1-1 connects you to a community resource specialist in your area who can 
help you find services and resources that are available to you locally and provide critical 
services that can improve—and save—lives.  

You’ll find information about: 
 supplemental food and nutrition programs 

 shelter and housing options and utilities assistance 

 emergency information and disaster relief 

 employment and education opportunities 

 services for veterans 

 health care, vaccination and health epidemic information 

 addiction prevention and rehabilitation programs 

 reentry help for ex-offenders 

 support groups for individuals with mental illnesses or special needs 

 a safe, confidential path out of physical and/or emotional domestic abuse 

http://www.211.ca/
http://www.211.ca/

