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¢!/Ωǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŜ

Treatment Advocacy Center (TAC) is 
dedicated to eliminating barriers to 
the timely and effective treatment of 
severe mental illness (SMI).

I lost my son to his SMI because the 
system is broken. Now, helping SMI 
families and advocates is my job.



TAC Founder: Dr. E Fuller Torrey

ά¦ƴǘƛƭ ǿŜ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛǾŜ 

treatments for schizophrenia and bipolar 

disorder, we have an obligation to try to 

improve the lives of those who are 

ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΦέ



What does TAC mean by SMI?

Serious mental illness with psychosis, 

conditions that, if diagnosed, include:

ÅSchizophrenia spectrum disorders

ÅSevere forms of bipolar disorder

ÅMajor depressi ve disorders that include

psychotic features



What is an ambiguous loss?

A loss that lacks clarity or resolution.

SMI changes everything about how a family functions, 
resulting in ambiguous losses:

ÅLife opportunities (school, work, housing)

ÅConnections (how people relate to one another)

ÅSafety, trust, predictability



Concepts from Dr. Pauline Boss

Dr. Boss is professor emeritus of family social 
science and a family therapist. 

Her online course and books provided the 
basis for this training. She emphasizes that 
ŘŜŜǇ ƎǊƛŜŦ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎ ƭƻǎǎ ƛǎ ƴƻōƻŘȅΩǎ 
fault and a normal human response to 
something very sad: 

ά!ƴ ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎ ƭƻǎǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎƻǊŘŜǊ 
ōŜȅƻƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 



Types of ambiguous loss

Psychological absence with 
physical presence:

ÅάDƻƴŜ τōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƴŜέ

ÅForever changed

ÅDisconnected

Alive, but not who they used to be 
or were expected to become.

Physical absence with 
psychological presence:

ÅMissing person

Å Incarcerated person

ÅSuicide death

Not here in person but here in my 
heart and memory.



Typical losses: age, accidents, illnesses

Grief is logically expected, and help is 

ŦƻǊǘƘŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ άƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘέ ǘƘŜ 

initial shock, so life can continue with 

healing and resiliency.

Cleo was in our family for 20 years and 

died from kidney failure. She was in the 

care of a compassionate veterinarian. We 

said good- bye.



Ambiguous loss: uncertainty

Intensely stressful because the 
causes defy expectations and these 
ƭƻǎǎŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ 
rituals related to grief support.

Calvin died in 2019 at age 23, from 
suicide. It felt like we had lost him 
once already, when he experienced his 
first psychotic break at age 19. This 
grief is layered. 



The result is complex, confusing grief

LǘΩǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƎǊƛŜǾŜ ǿƘŜƴΥ

ÅWhat has been lost is not entirely clear.

ÅThere is no death certificate.

ÅCircumstances of death defy expectations.

ÅThe ambiguity cannot be fixed.



Ambiguity is the hard part

When everyone struggles to define the loss or is very 
uncomfortable with the circumstances: 

ÅNo clear norms or rituals guide the grief process 
όάŘƛǎŜƴŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜŘ ƎǊƛŜŦΣέ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŦǊƻƳ YŜƴƴŜǘƘ WΦ 
Doka, PhD).

Å Friends and family become confused about how to 
offer comfort.

Å Avoidance is a common reaction to discomfort.

ÅGrief in isolation often results.



Grace and patience are helpful

Ambiguous loss is not  a pathology to fix.

The grieving person is having a normal human response to a confusing 

and intensely sad experience. 



Six coping strategies

1 Find meaning

2 Adjust mastery

3 Reconstruct identity

4  Revise attachment

5 Normalize ambivalence

6 Discover new hope



Make meaning

V What have I lost? 

V What does this loss mean to me?

V Are there ōƻǘƘΣ ŀƴŘΧ emotions?


