
 

 

 

Ambiguous Grief: grieving someone 

who is still alive (part 2) 
By Litsa Williams 

Posted March 25, 2019 

 

Way back we wrote an article on ‘ambiguous grief’ aka grieving someone who is still 

alive. To keep it to reasonable internet reading length, we really only told half the story. 

If you know anything about Pauline Boss, the ambiguous grief guru, you know she talks 

about two (and really more like two and a half) types of ambiguous grief. One is what 

we covered last time – grieving someone who is physically still in your life, but who is 

‘psychologically absent’. This means they are no longer the person they used to be 

(think dementia, addiction, traumatic brain injury, etc.) If you are looking for more on 

that, you can check out that first post here. But Pauline Boss talks about a second, 

equally as significant, type of ambiguous loss – grieving someone who is physically 

absent.  

 

From grieving break-ups and divorces to runaways, incarceration, immigration, foster 

care, estrangements, military deployments, adoption, and others. The list of these types 

of losses is long, so it is no surprise we get questions about them all the time. Pauline 

Boss describes them saying they occur when someone is ‘physically absent but 

psychologically present’. By psychologically present she means that the person left to 

grieve is thinking about the absent person all the time. They are worried, they are 

distracted, devastated, sad, and stressed, and on and on.   

 

These losses are open-ended, and that is in large part what Boss explores. The nature 

of these losses is that they create a unique stress response because of the uncertainty 

– a person is “gone, but not for sure”. It is often unclear if or when the person will return, 

leaving those grieving confused and sometimes consumed by the loss. The safety of 

the missing person is frequently unknown. This leaves the grieving person left 

fluctuating between moments of hope and moments of feeling completely hopeless.  

 

This ongoing uncertainty, according to Boss’s research of over forty years, shows that 

this can “prevent resolution of the loss, and freezes the grief process, paralyzing couple 

and family functioning”. As with all grief, there are no universals and there are certainly 

many, many cases when this doesn’t occur. But the risks are increased because it 

becomes harder to use some of the coping strategies that work in grieving death-related 

losses. People often struggle to adapt or reconstruct their identity. They struggle to find 

meaning when circumstances or facts are unknown.  

 

This can be complicated further by the fact that society doesn’t have accepted norms or 

rituals around these losses. People don’t often don’t know how to acknowledge grief 

when someone has died, and they certainly don’t know how to acknowledge and 
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support it in the cases of adoption or incarceration or almost anything else on the list. 

The uncertainty, according to the research of Boss and her colleagues, increases the 

likelihood for hypervigelence (when your senses are oversensitive), anxiety, anxious 

attachment (when you are overly clingy and attached to a person, because you worry 

they will disappear), and symptoms of depression. If you’ve been this, it might sound 

familiar – every time the phone rings you startle, thinking on some level it could be news 

about your loved one. You can’t focus because you are fixated on their safety. You 

extend your worries to other’s you are attached to and to yourself. You obsessively feel 

like you can or should be doing more or doing something differently, or you obsessively 

think they should be doing more or doing something different. 

 

And to boot, sometimes this type of ambiguous loss is stacked on other types of 

ambiguous losses. Maybe someone has physically disappeared from your life because 

they couldn’t handle your grief after a death. Now you are left grieving both. Maybe 

someone with an addiction disappears for days or weeks on end, and then they do 

show up they are ‘psychologically absent’, leaving you managing both types of 

ambiguous loss.  

 

I hear you screaming, “Yes! This is me! I don’t need you to explain it, I need you to tell 

me what to do about it!” 

 

I know, I know. The good news is, Pauline Boss has some concrete, evidence-informed 

guidelines. The bad news: there are no quick or easy fixes. Though she creates a nice 

little checklist of six tasks that can help in building resiliency, they are each an ongoing 

process and flexible, depending on your needs and the situation.  

 

She suggests those dealing with an ambiguous loss should: 

 

• Finding Meaning 

• Adjusting Mastery 

• Reconstructing Identity 

• Normalizing Ambivalence 

• Revising Attachment 

• Discovering New Hope 

 

Easy enough, right? Hmmm . . . . maybe not so easy. 

 

First, let’s consider what the goals are here. Boss tells us the unique challenge of this 

particular loss is that it is uncertainty that is ongoing and a lack of closure. Therefore, 

she says the goals of the above is to help people better learn to live with that 

uncertainty, rather than trying to resolve the situation. Since there is no clarity or 

solution, you have to learn to cope with that reality. Each of her six guidelines help with 

that.  



 

 

 

 

If you want to check these out in depth, check out Boss’s recent book “Loss, Trauma, 

and Resilience: Therapeutic Work With Ambiguous Loss”. For now I just want to 

mention a couple of highlights.  

 

First, Boss things we can increase the flexibility of our thinking to help us cope with 

uncertainty when we learn to live with “two truths”. There are countless instances where 

she says we think we need to either be one thing or another – hopeful or hopeless, 

optimistic or pessimistic. There are times where we limit what our identity looks like by 

believing it must be all or nothing. Instead, Boss says that living with ambiguous loss 

means finding more flexibility. For instance, one might consider thoughts like: 

 

John is both missing and still part of our family.  

 

I believe Jim is dead and I am hopeful Jim is not dead.  

 

I both a wife and no longer a wife.  

 

I both want certainty and don’t want Jen to be dead.  

 

Boss further tells us that many things that will help us are relational interventions. This 

might mean considering our identity now. Who am I now? Who is my family now? What 

are our roles? Is my identity more fluid that I once knew? What does it mean to be a 

good mother now compared to in the past? Looking at identity roles can help in finding 

ways to cope with the present, rather than being fixed in an identity that worked only in 

the past.  

 

She encourages us to reconsider mastery, suggesting that we often want answers and 

clarity, but it serves us to remember that sometimes there are no answers. Hard as it is 

to sit with, the world isn’t always fair and just, suffering is universal, and the temptation 

to blame (others and ourselves) to that we can create a sense of certainty is often 

inaccurate and doesn’t help us cope. Instead, she advocates using techniques to 

tolerate these realities of the world by focusing on taking care of oneself – yoga, 

meditation, and whatever self-care helps you just be.  

 

Boss suggests we also get real about our emotions. She thinks we need to admit the 

pressure we feel to ‘get over’ things and acknowledge that there are some things we 

never get over, we just learn to live with them. She encourages us to learn the 

difference between emotions and behaviors. She gives us permission to feel whatever 

we feel without judgment while becoming aware that we have control to make sure 

those feelings don’t turn in to actions or behaviors. Even though I might think no one 

understands what I am going through, I still have the control to reach out to others 

anyway to avoid isolation and find support I never would have predicted.  
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Finally, she encourages us seeking ways we can both hold on and let go. She allows a 

space for grieving the ongoing and uncertain loss, while also making space for new 

attachments and hopes, being open and communicative about both. She reminds us 

that we can redefine hope, meaning we can become more comfortable and balanced in 

our ambiguity. This is no easy feat, but redefining our concepts of fairness and justice, 

finding space to laugh as the absurdities of the situation, and embrace hope where we 

can find it. 

 

It all sounds so simple in a nice little list, when in reality is is long and complex and you 

may find a counselor is the best thing to help you through some of her suggestions. 

Alternately, some of this might already resonate and you might be thinking about where 

you can implement some of these ideas. Wherever you are, leave us a comment to let 

us know your thoughts about this type of ambiguous grief and how to cope.  

 

Read the article online. 
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