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Abstract include limited studies on Black American grief, the history of

This commentary advocates for integrating specific theories in
understanding the grief process of African Americans, emphasizing
the importance of trained therapists and clinicians. By incorporating
cultural and historical trauma theories, mental health counselors can
better address the unique experiences of African Americans in grief.
Future discussion should focus on enhancing traditional interventions
by deepening understanding of the needs of grieving African
Americans. Despite existing research on the impact of culture and
historical trauma on grief experiences, further studies are needed to
assess the effectiveness of treatment approaches.
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Introduction

Assessing grief interventions for African Americans, Moore
et al; [1], recommend the cultural context model and historical
trauma response theory to therapists to increase understanding of
how African Americans cope with grief. In addition to discussing
theories of grief that are associated with spirituality, religion, and
Black Americans, the authors demonstrate the importance of mental
health professionals understanding the historical traumas of African
Americans. Over the years, changes have been added to the body
of research related to grief and cultural interventions. Still, they are
insufficient, like extant research that assessed unresolved grief among
Jewish Holocaust survivors and its relation to historical trauma [2].
Although culture and grief have been studied, formal literature on
grief, and the inclusion of cultural interventions specifically for
Black Americans, appears to be a new concept that continues to
evolve. Moore et al.’s [1] discussion of interventions should appeal to
those (e.g., social work students, pastors, and medical providers) who
provide services to Black Americans with the intent of understanding
the influence grief has on a population confronted with surmounting
issues related to livelihood, security, and loss of cultural identity.
Professionals who provide grief services to Black Americans
understand the need for greater specialized interventions. The
cultural context model and historical trauma response theory provide
a foundation for professionals who work with Black Americans and
develop specialized treatment modalities. Some notable observations

oppression and racism, and grief counseling implications for mental
health providers who serve Black Americans. Contributing authors
and extant research address one or more of these themes, evidencing
the need for more understanding of the history of Black people and
culturally appropriate interventions that address coping strategies for
them.

Loss of Cultural Heritage

African Americans continue to be underrepresented in research [3-
6]. Historically, the context of death for Black Americans has been
based on White America. Extant studies on how people grieve are
universal in their research approaches, basing measures on norms
for grieving among White and European populations [7-9]. Granek
and Sagy [10] assess African Americans and how they grieve in
comparison to universal norms of White and European cultures,
providing a systematic review of research published during the last
2 decades. Bullock et al. [11], Lee et al. [12], and Richardson et al.
[13] assess culture, religion, depression, and beliefs regarding grief,
but a gap remains in the literature related to grief interventions for
Black Americans. A review of recent and older literature reveals a
deficiency in the number of African Americans represented in grief
literature in comparison to White Americans, whose grief patterns are
a collective phenomenon, built on religious and spiritual foundations.

Research continues to emphasize improving cultural-specific grief
interventions for African Americans, and educating and training
mental health professionals, but incorporating theory into practice
is difficult. Culture influences individuals and communities and
provides an understanding of traumatic events affording people to
make sense of things that do not always have control over [14]. Due
to complex issues and the extensiveness involved when addressing
cultural issues, providing training in this area is similarly difficult.
Grief and loss are embedded in the fabric of African American
culture, and it thus requires individuals to think beyond what they
have been taught and have accepted about grief to create nuances that
allow them to grieve without barriers. Too little culturally specific
research on grief has been conducted among African Americans and
other ethnic groups that fall under the Black community, and most
extant studies on the topic use Euro-centric perspectives. Research
suggests that African Americans use different approaches to grief due
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to past and current oppressions, and they thus cannot be generalized
to the majority. African Americans and other people of color have
suffered from various historical traumas, including systematic
oppression, police brutality, and poverty, and they have been stripped
of culturally relevant traditions [15,16], complicating their grief
experiences.

The aftermath of unresolved individual and community grief and
trauma among African Americans is evidenced by overpopulated
prisons that primarily comprise Black men, lack of education and
employment opportunities, and rising violence in underserved
communities. Black people comprise only 12.3% of the U.S.
population, and yet they represent over one-third of the prison
population, suggesting disproportionate policing and enforcement
[17]. It is common for African American males to be diagnosed with
post-traumatic stress disorder because of their lived experience with
discrimination [18]. The world recently learned of a young man
named George Floyd who lost his life at the hands of those sworn
to protect victims, leaving most Americans in a state of shock, and
searching for reasons to make sense of his death. Some decided it
was easier to blame the victim rather than seek an understanding of
systemic issues that caused his death. Grief is everywhere; no one is
immune to it, but Black Americans live with the threat of loss daily,
leaving them questioning their future and sense of belonging.

Stripped of their culture, people feel displaced, depressed, and
bewildered about their own identities. Schreiber and Hernandez
(2016) use the term dual consciousness to describe the confusion
that some Black Americans experience when trying to process their
African roots and American experiences, which makes grieving a
multidimensional experience. Black Americans experience post-
traumatic stress at higher rates than other ethnic groups [19,20].
Stressing factors such as systemic racism, historical trauma,
discrimination, and lack of culturally competent mental health
providers lead to more serious diagnoses among African Americans
when grieving the loss of a loved one. Historically, religious beliefs
and spirituality provide a foundation for African Americans, which
should be considered when addressing past traumas and prescribing
therapeutic treatment for those who might experience complicated
grief.

Grief and Trauma

No one appears to acknowledge how traumatic events will impact
the next generation. Erikson (1959) argues that people are members
of their society, but they also have past links between generations.
African Americans have not only passed down their own traditions
and experiences with loss and trauma to their children but also how
to deal with them in a way that often lowers the expectations and
dreams they have for themselves [21]. It is common for a group of
people who have experienced so much loss and devastation in their
lives to find ways to suppress emotions and feelings. They might
begin to normalize grief, trauma, and loss, or see them as a way of
life. In the aftermath of world casualties, grief has become a public
health concern for many people presenting a need for more mental
health services [22]. The term complicated grief has been described
as delayed grief or a reaction that is postponed. Delayed reactions
cause individuals to hide their emotions and feelings under a mask,
which is simply an expression of the individuals they choose to
be. Although the duration of grief varies across people, research
suggests that grief symptoms become less intense within 6 months.
It was not until recent years that grief was recognized as a legitimate
disorder; it was redefined under the category of Prolonged Grief in
2013. Clinicians refer to the Diagnostic Statistical Manual (DSM-5)
extensively, used to determine and recognize the difference between
normal and abnormal grief [23]. African Americans often suffer from
a sense of a foreshortened future, which is symptomatic of PTSD.

Loss has become the norm in Black communities, with residents
no longer seeing the need to prolong or fight the process involved
with dying [24]. Loss and trauma among Black Americans are not
new. They often feel as though their voices have been marginalized;
they have been told when and why they should grieve, and many skip
grieving to move on. African Americans are born into a system that
presents different challenges to their success, and when past griefs,
losses, and traumas remain unresolved, they cry out to be resolved.
Today’s loss triggers the loss of yesterday’s pain, leaving people
looking for ways to cope, whether publicly or in political discourse.
Historically, Black Americans have relied on family and friends,
and spirituality, to cope with loss [25, 26], but they are now finding
different ways to attach purpose and meaning to their lives.

Mclyor [27] brought attention to how the Black Lives Matter
movement has allowed African Americans the opportunity to bring
awareness of loss and its relationship to politics, and how they grieve
individually and as a group. Various forms of loss are leaving Black
Americans questioning their future and the future of the communities
in which they reside. Traumatic experiences influence how people
see the world, and how they see themselves in it. Post-traumatic slave
syndrome explains the lasting effects of depression and oppression
suffered by generations of enslaved African Americans and the
future of generations [29]. Most Black Americans and people of
color cannot process one loss before they experience another, and
they anticipate when and where the next will occur. Black Americans
are traumatized by the loss of men and women who become victims
of police brutality, and they protect their children by preparing them
for encounters with police. If African Americans and people of color
are not allowed to express grief in a healthy way, they suppress
their emotions and view it as a loss that is unimportant in society.
Disenfranchised, anticipated, and compound grief are just some
of the types of grief that professionals who work in marginalized
communities must address when considering various treatments.

Grief Interventions for African Americans

In a review of problems that African Americans experience when
grieving lost loved ones, Schreiber and Hernandez (2022) argue that
interventions that include cultural contexts and historical traumas
offer benefits. Thus, multifaceted interventions that improve African
Americans’ grief are needed. It is theorized that incorporating
specialized interventions related to culture helps with grieving, and
it is equally important to help Black people understand that trauma
is not their culture but something that has invaded their culture,
and it can be addressed. Offering comprehensive services in urban
communities that include Trauma Recovery Centers, and building
infrastructures of violence prevention will also provide a way for
Black people to express their grief and exposure to other traumatic
events. Humanitarian approaches that include access to trained mental
health clinicians in communities, education and self-awareness,
and culturally sensitive training for mental health professionals are
essential to effective treatment. Carlton-LaNey [29] suggests that
professional social workers who do not consider historical contexts
when working with Black Americans have led most to overlook
the creativity and skill set of the population. Instead, social work
literature, education, and practice accentuate pathology. Clinicians
should thus be aware of the dual identity of African Americans when
considering strategies for this population.

Conclusion

Moore et al; [1] suggest it is essential for mental health providers
to have an awareness of how Black people grieve in order to have a
positive relationship with their clients (p. 197). It is time for African
Americans to confront their pain and replace the mask they wear by
creating safe spaces for them to express grief, without reservation, by
incorporating proactive strategies. Healing circles are cultural context
models that include a therapist who offers clients opportunities to
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process grief as they learn about the influences of oppression and
intersectionality [30]. Given this development, more discussions are
needed on how grief, loss, and trauma influence the future of African
Americans, and how they cope and survive during challenging times.
It is important to understand how Black people confront trauma and
loss daily in their families and communities. In addition, Moore et
al; [1] postulate that clinicians, counselors, and others who provide
grief services to Black Americans would benefit from a deeper
understanding of this population and how their specific needs can
be met. Professionals should also recognize their own traumas when
working with this population, and they should understand that they
will not have all the answers; this is an ongoing learning process.

Competing interests: The authors declare that they have no
competing interests.

References

1.

10.

11.

12.

Moore, S. E., Jones-Eversley, S. D., Tolliver, W. F., Wilson, B.,
& Harmon, D. K. (2022). Cultural responses to loss and grief
among Black Americans: Theory and practice implications for
clinicians. Death Studies, 46(1), 189-199.

Brave Heart, M.Y., & DeBruyn, L.M.,(1998).The American
Indian Holocaust: healing historical unresolved grief. Am Indian
Alsk Nativ Ment Health Res. 8(2):56-78.

Delgado-Romero, E. A., Galvan, N., Maschino, P., & Rowland,
M. (2005). Race and Ethnicity in Empirical Counseling
and Counseling Psychology Research: A 10-Year Review.
The Counseling Psychologist, 33(4), 419—448. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0011000004268637

Graham, G., (1992). Liberalism
Journal of Applied  Philosophy;
org/10.1111/1.1468-5930.1992.tb00305.x

Hall, S. (Ed.). (1997). Representation: Cultural representations
and signifying practices. Sage Publications, Inc; Open
University Press.

Ponterotto, J. G, Baluch, S., Greig, T., & Rivera, L. (1998).
Teacher Multicultural Attitude Survey (TMAS) [Database
record]. APA PsycTests. https://doi.org/10.1037/t07648-000

Eisenbruch, M. (1984). Cross-cultural aspects of bereavement:
1. A conceptual framework for comparative analysis. Culture,
Medicine, and Psychiatry: An International Journal of
Cross-Cultural Health Research, 8(3), 283-309. https://doi.
org/10.1007/BF00055172

Stroebe, M., Schut, H., & Stroebe, W. (1998). Trauma and grief:
A comparative analysis. In J. H. Harvey (Ed.), Perspectives on
loss: A sourcebook (pp. 81-96). Brunner/Mazel.

Williams, B.R., Sawyer Baker, P., Allmabn, R.M., and
Roseman, J. M., (2007). Bereavement among African American
and White older adults. J Aging Health; 19(2):313-33. doi:
10.1177/0898264307299301.

Granek,L., and Peleg-Sagy,T., (2015). The use of pathological
grief outcomes in bereavement studies on African
Americans. Tranmscult  Psychiatry., 54(3):384-399. doi:
10.1177/1363461517708121

Bullock, K., Blackman, K., Doka, K., & Moore, M. (2016).
Grief and loss in African Americans. OMEGA-Journal of Death
and Dying, 74(4), 427-446.

Lee, J. Y., Hill, T. D., & Burdette, A. M. (2018). Religious
service attendance and trajectories of depressive symptoms
among African Americans. Journal of Health and Social
Behavior, 59(4), 493-510.

Richardson, V. E., Carroll, E., Gary, F., & Palermo, D. (2020).
African Americans' attitudes towards bereavement services:
A qualitative study. Journal of Ethnic & Cultural Diversity in
Social Work, 29(4), 279-295.

and
9(2).

Democracy.
https://doi.

18.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

Kirmayer, L. J., Kienzler, H., Hamid Afana, A., & Pedersen,
D. (2010). Trauma and disasters in social and cultural context.
Principles of social psychiatry, 155-177.

. Dunbar-Ortiz, (2014). An Indigenous Peoples' History of the

United States Roxanne. Richard Meyers. 32(2).123-126.https://
doi.org/10.5749/wicazosareview.32.2.0123

Ortiz, M. R., (2018). Patient-Centered Care: Nursing
Knowledge and Policy. Nurs Sci Q;31(3):291-295. doi:
10.1177/0894318418774906.

Miiller, C., J. Franke, J. Jigermeyr, A.C. Ruane, J. Elliott, E.
Moyer, J. Heinke, P. Falloon, C. Folberth, L. Francois, T.
Hank, R. Izaurralde, 1. Jacquemin, W. Liu, S. Olin, T. Pugh, K.
Williams, and F. Zabel, 2021: Exploring uncertainties in global
crop yield projections in a large ensemble of crop models and
CMIP5 and CMIPG6 climate scenarios. Environ. Res. Lett., 16,
no. 3, 034040, doi:10.1088/1748-9326/abd8fc.

Sibrava, N. J., Bjornsson, A. S., Carlos, A., Moitra, E., Weisberg,
R. B., & Keller, M. B. (2019). Posttraumatic stress disorder in
African American and Latinx adults: Clinical course and the
role of racial and ethnic discrimination. American Psychologist,
74(1), 101-116. hitps://doi.org/10.1037/ AMP0000339

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
(2015). https://www.samhsa.gov/

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of
Minority Mental Health, (2016).https:/www.minorityhealth.
hhs.gov/

Womack, S. (2016). I Know I Can’t: The Negative Effects of
Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome’s on the well-being of African
American college students. The Vermont Connection, 37(1).
https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/tvc/vol37/iss1/15

Eisma, M. C., Boelen, P. A., & Lenferink, L. I. (2020). Prolonged
grief disorder following the Coronavirus (COVID-19)
pandemic. Psychiatry research, 288, 113031.

Shear, M. K., Simon, N., Wall, M., Zisook, S., Neimeyer, R.,
Duan, N, ... & Keshaviah, A. (2011). Complicated grief and
related bereavement issues for DSM-5. Depression and anxiety,
28(2), 103-117.

Barrett,R. K., and Heller, K. S., (2002). Death and Dying in the
Black Experience. Journal of Palliative Medicine: 5(5),793-
799.http://doi.org/10.1089/1096621023208807 14

Burke, L.A., Neimeyer,R. A., & McDevitt-Murphy, M. E.,
(2010). African American homicide bereavement: aspects
of social support that predict complicated grief, PTSD, and
depression.Omega  (Westport);61(1):1-24. doi:  10.2190/
OM.61.1.a.

Laurie, A., & Neimeyer, R. A., (2008). African Americans in

bereavement: grief as a function of ethnicity. Comparative
Study; 57(2):173-93. doi: 10.2190/0M.57.2.d.

Mclvor, D. W. (2017). Mourning in America: Race and the
politics of loss. Cornell University Press.

DeGray, L C., Matta, B.F., (2005). Acute and chronic pain
following craniotomy: a review. Anaesthesia, 60(7):693-704.
doi: 10.1111/5.1365-2044.2005.03997 x.

Carlton-LaNey, Iris (1994) "Introduction - The Legacy of
African-American Leadership in Social Welfare," The Journal
of Sociology & Social Welfare: Vol. 21: Iss. 1, Article 2. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.15453/0191-5096.2104

Almeida, F., (2018). Strategies to perform a mixed methods
study. European journal of Education Studies. 5(1).https:/
oapub.org/edu/index.php/ejes/article/view/1902

J Soci Work Welf Policy
Volume 2. 2024. 113



