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As social beings we develop 

connections with people in our lives. 

When these connections change, or 

are lost, we grieve.  

 
Grief is very personal and cannot be compared 

easily with other people’s experiences. Equally it is 

important not to judge other’s reactions based on 

our own experience as each person’s loss and 

subsequent grief is unique. Many things contribute 

to the way we react to loss. One important factor is 

gender. 

 

Although we all experience grief differently, it is 

important to understand that there are also 

essential differences in the way males and females 

grieve. Our gender impacts on our experience of 

grief, our expression of grief and others’ 

perceptions of our grief. Males and females often 

react to loss in different ways and therefore have 

different needs in times of grief. There are a 

number of biological and social influences that 

contribute to the differences between men and 

women. These influences can lead to men and 

women having different needs, wants and 

expectations that we find our relationships 

struggling at a time when we need each other 

most. By gaining a greater understanding of these 

differences, we may find there is less conflict in our 

relationships and we are better able to support and 

be supported in times of loss and grief. 

 

Being male or female is not a clear dichotomy. 

Most men and women have a mix of masculine and 

feminine qualities. The important issue is not how 



masculine or feminine we are but how these 

qualities influence our experience of grief and 

affect those around us. Armed with this 

understanding we can develop more fulfilling 

relationships in our daily lives and during times of 

grief. 

 

It is important to remember that when exploring 

the influence of gender on grief there is no “best” 

way to grieve. 

 

Men and women are equal 

Firstly, we are equal because grief has no claim on 

gender. We all experience loss at some time, be it 

the death of a loved one, end of a significant 

relationship, loss of a job, or experiencing illness or 

disability. Both men and women experience a 

reaction to this loss that is, our grief. Secondly, 

because men and women generally think, feel, talk 

and act differently from each other we equally 

have little understanding of one another’s needs.  

This can be exacerbated by the intensity of grief.  

 

The debate of nature versus nurture has been 

explored over and over again regarding gender and 

how it relates to many issues. The issue of gender 

and grief does not escape this debate. Many 

believe the socialisation of boys to play tough and 

girls to mimic nurturing roles explains our very 

different expectations and experiences of grief. 

Alternatively, others believe we are genetically 

programmed for our differing reactions to loss. 

Humans are complex beings and to date it has not 

been possible to determine the extent to which 

nature and nurture contribute to the differences in 

the way men and women react to loss. However an 

understanding of the biological, historical and social 

influences on gender may assist in understanding 

why, in our society when faced with loss, men are 

generally considered to be stoic and strong and 

women are seen as nurturing and emotional. 
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Biological Influences 

There are some fundamental biological differences 

between the sexes that cannot be disputed and are 

directly linked to the way men and women 

experience and express emotion. 

 

Firstly, it is important to note that men and 

women’s brains differ in structure. The difference in 

the neural structure of the male and female brain 

can be linked to the ability to use language to 

express feelings. One side of the human brain 

specialises in processing emotion and the other 

side in processing thought.  

 

Recent studies of MRI scans have shown that often 

men have fewer neural connectors between the 

two hemispheres of the brain. This may mean that 

men are physically less able to express emotion 

verbally. Scans have shown women to have an 

increased number of connections between the 

emotional and logical hemispheres of the brain 

allowing them to be more conducive to verbal 

expression of emotion. This difference in brain 

structure means that women are more likely to 

have a vocabulary for grief and a need to 

communicate with others about their emotional 

experience. Men however generally explore and 

discuss their experiences using cognitive processes. 

You could say that men and women really do speak 

a different language (Miller and Golden 1998). 

 

Whilst masculine communication styles can be 

misinterpreted as being uncaring or detached, 

feminine communication is often described as 

Although we all experience grief  
dif f erently,  it is important to 
understand that there are also 

essential dif f erences in the way males 
and f emales grieve.  



bodies and they 

either stay and 

fight or run 

(Golden, Miller 

1998). Men are 

therefore more 

likely to evaluate 

a problem and 

look to solve 

issues rather than 

experience them 

emotionally. This 

mechanism allows 

men to filter situations and sometimes even turn 

off to them so that they continue to function on 

the task at hand.  

 

Men will often see that their primary role in a 

situation of crisis is to care for their loved ones and 

protect them from further pain (Wood, Milo 2001). 

The role of protector can over ride their own 

emotional experience of loss.  

 

Women’s role has historically been to nurture and 

care. Women’s responsibility has been to take care 

of the vulnerable people in the community. The 

young, the sick and the elderly are reliant on the 

nurturing of their caregivers, who are most 

commonly women. Because of these 

responsibilities, women too have an intrinsic 

physiological response to stress - to “tend and 

befriend” (Taylor etal 2000:411). In times of stress, 

females respond by nurturing others around them.  

 

Women commonly exhibit behaviours that protect 

the vulnerable from harm. By “befriending”, 

women “create, maintain and utilise social groups 

to manage stressful situations” (Taylor etal 2000: 

P412). Seeking out others as a source of comfort is 

intrinsic to women’s nature. Often women will 

become hyper vigilant with their children when 

they are grieving. This too is an intrinsic 

physiological response borne from the roles and 

responsibilities of our ancestors. 

histrionic, and irrational. 

By understanding the 

biological influences 

on male and female 

responses to loss, we 

are better able to 

appre ci ate  the 

differences between 

the sexes. 

These biological 

differences also 

contribute to why 

men tend to cry less 

often than women. 

Production of the hormone that produces 

emotional tears is significantly reduced in males 

from the onset of puberty. “Men are actually 

programmed by their bodies to cry less” (Golden, 

Miller 1998:9). It is important to remember that the 

absence of tears does not equate to the absence of 

pain. Your partner may express their emotions in 

different ways. You may find they are restless, 

more irritable, engage themselves in active tasks or 

spend more time alone than usual. Shedding tears 

is not the only way to express the pain of loss.  

 

When relating to your partner in times of stress, do 

not expect the visual and auditory cues relating to 

grief to match your own. Look, see and hear 

beyond your own experiences to learn about other 

ways grief can be expressed. 

 

Your approaches may be different, but the basic 

fact remains that no matter who we are, we all 

experience the aftermath of a loss and that is grief, 

whatever shape or form it may take. 

 

Historical Influences 
Historically, two important functions have helped 

define men’s relationships with others. Men have 

been seen as the protector and provider. Their role 

has been to watch out for others safety and to take 

care of others physical needs. To fulfill these roles, 

men use the “fight or flight” defence mechanism.  

In times of crisis, hormones surge through their 
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We have certain  
expectations of  

social behaviours we  
consider to be within normal 

boundaries. A man exhibiting  
a public display of emotion is  

often not socially accepted.  
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Understanding 
His Grief  

 

¶ Do not expect tears,  

but understand that 

there is an intensity of  

emotion.  

¶ Do not expect him to 

use words to describe 

f eelings.  

¶ Expect a need to intellectualise 

and problem solve as a means of  

making sense of  the loss and the new 

world f aced.  

¶ Accept and respect the need f or privacy 

and solitude. This is not a rej ection of  

your support but rather the need f or a 

sense of  independence and control over 

the loss.  

¶ Accept and respect the f ocus and 

investment of  energy on the f uture 

rather than the past. This is a way of  

integrating the loss into lif e.  

Social Influences 
“We are all born and raised to be the way that we 

are” (Golden, Miller 1998:p8 ). Much of the way we 

think, act and feel, is shaped by the way we were 

raised and our subsequent life experiences. Studies 

have shown that from childhood (particularly in 

previous generations) boys are discouraged from 

crying whilst girls are shown affection and attention 

when upset. Boys’ toys and activities tend to focus 

on action and movement whilst girls’ toys tend to 

centre around role plays and activities that 

encourage talking, nurturing and caring.  

 

We have certain expectations of social behaviours 

we consider to be within normal boundaries. A man 

exhibiting a public display of emotion is often not 

socially accepted. The discomfort or even 

disapproval of others sends a clear message. When a 

man experiences this public disapproval he is 

unlikely to engage in this behaviour again or allow 

other males, in particular his sons, to act this way. 

Women who prefer to grieve alone and find it 

difficult to publicly express their feelings are often 

labeled as “cold” or “hard”. Those around her may 

believe she is in denial because she is not showing 

the emotions that are expected of her. 

 

Our expectations of others to exhibit behaviours 

considered to be “normal” aide to perpetuate the 

social stereotypes of men and women. Approaching 

our own and others experience of loss with 

acceptance and understanding may help bridge 

some of these social barriers. 

 

The differences between the way men and women 

grieve is very real and is not isolated to particular 

types of relationships, marriages or families. It is 

quite normal to find that you do not understand 

your partner’s reactions and behaviours during 

times of grief and likewise that your partner does 

not understand yours. Rest assured that 

partnerships do survive and relationships can also be 

strengthened by the experience.  

 

Elizabeth Levang states in her book When Men 

Grieve that “grief ought not to be a point of division, 

but of connection” (1998:18). By examining the 

differences between males and females, we can not 

only have a greater understanding of ourselves but 

also have more meaningful and satisfying 

relationships with others.  

http://www.natural-family.com.au/clf_business_listings/business/97/mandy-tanner.cfm


Understanding Her 
Grief  
¶ Expect lots of  tears;  

they are natural and 

normal and do not 

need you to stop 

them.  

¶ Respect the need to 

share and 

communicate about 

the loss as a source of  

comf ort. This is not a 

search f or answers but a 

means to make sense of  

the new world f aced.  

¶ Accept and respect the need f or social 

support. This is not a betrayal of  intimate 

relationships or a rej ection of  support 

already of f ered,  it is an ongoing need f or 

social connections.  

¶ Accept and respect the f ocus and 

investment in the past,  this is a way to 

hold onto connections of  the loss. 

From the 

NALAG 

Centre   
 

with  

Trudy Hanson OAM 
Manager NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief 
Grief Counsellor & Educator  
 

 
This edition of the Bereavement Buddy focuses on 
gender and the different  grief reactions that are 
experienced by men and women.  These differing 
reactions can often cause a lot of confusion for 
families when they are experiencing a 
bereavement.  This article clearly demonstrates the 
differences and also give some great advice on 
overcoming these differences in order to help the 
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family through the bereavement period. I hope you 
gain some valuable knowledge from the article. 
 
Well the NALAG Centre in Dubbo is slowly winding 
down for the Christmas and holiday period. It has 
certainly been  a busy year for the Centre. 
 

Support Volunteers  
Thank you to all the Volunteers who  have 
supported our clients throughout the year and our 
hardworking counsellor Liz Walker. Your efforts 
are very much appreciated. We will running the 
Introduction to Basic Loss & Grief Course early in 
2010 and we hope to attract some new volunteers 
to help with support in 2010. 
 

Supervision Reminder for Dubbo 
Volunteers 
Supervision is mandatory for all NALAG Support 
Volunteers. Dr. Geoffrey Glassock will conduct 
supervision on Monday 7th December 2009 
starting 12.00 - 2.00 pm.  
 
If you are seeing clients at present you are required 
to attend. Please call the NALAG Centre on         
6882 9222 to confirm your attendance.  
 

 

 

Tea and Talk for Volunteers  
When:   Thursday 28th January, 20010  

Time:  10.00 am 

What is it?  Morning Tea at the NALAG Centre and 
  an opportunity for old and new  
  members to meet and chat about  
  upcoming events to be held at the  
  Centre. 

RSVP:  Tuesday 26th January, 2010 
  To RSVP call Shelley or Paula  
  on 6882 9222. 
 

Basic Loss & Grief 
The Introduction to Basic Loss & Grief Course will 
commence on Tuesday 9th February 2010 and will 
run for 6 weeks  6.00 pm to 9.00 pm. We require 
Volunteers to prepare the Supper at around 7.30 
pm each Tuesday evening, If you can offer your 
time please contact Trudy. 
 
I hope that you have a happy and safe festive 
season and I  look forward to working with NALAG 
Volunteers and friends  in the New Year . Cheers 

 

Trudy Hanson 
Manager NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief 
Grief Counsellor & Educator  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Your Diary...coming events 

 

 

NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief  
National  Association for Loss & Grief (NSW) Inc  

 

 
 

December 2009 
 
 

Working With Drawings in  

Grief Counselling (Stage I) 
1 Day Workshop with Psychologist Julie Dunsmore 

 

When:  Thursday, 10th December 2009  
Time:   9.30 am to 4.00 pm  
Where:  Royal North Shore Hospital  
  Health Promotion  
  Level 3 Building 36  
  St Leonards  
 
Cost:  
Non-member :  $120.00 (incl GST)  
NALAG Members and  
NSCCH employees:  $100.00 (incl GST)  
Includes course notes, morning and afternoon tea and a light 
lunch.  
 
Registration:  
To register please send completed Registration Forms to:  
 
FAX: 02 9906 7529  
Or by mail to:  
Working With Drawings  
Health Promotion  
Level 3, Bld 36  
Royal North Shore Hospital,  
St Leonards NSW 2065  
 
All enquires and bookings:  
Leonie Grejsen - Office Manager  
Health Promotion Lower North Shore  
Email: LGrejsen@nsccahs.health.nsw.gov.au  
Fax: 9906 7529  
Phone: 9926 7354  
Website: www.nalag.org.au  

 

Supervision - Dubbo 
When:  Tuesday 8th December 2009  
Time:   12.00 - 2.00pm 
Where:  NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief 
  Welchman Street 
RSVP:    02 6882 9222  
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January 2010 
 

Tea & Talk for Volunteers 
When:  Thursday, 28th January 2010 

Where:  NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief 

   Welchman Street, Dubbo  

Time:   10.00 am 

Cost:  FREE  

 

To RSVP please call Paula or Shelley on 02 6882 9222. 

 
 

Coming in 2010: 
 

¶ Introduction to Basic Loss & Grief Volunteer 
Training 

¶ Children: Crisis, Trauma and Grief Workshop 

¶ Blue Healers Program 

¶ Introduction to Basic Counselling Skills 

¶ Seasons Companion Training 

¶ Plus much, much more... 

 

More information to follow or contact: 
NALAG Centre for Loss & Grief Dubbo 
Ph: 02 6882 9222   Fax: 02 6884 9100 
E: nalag@hwy.com.au Web: www.nalag.org.au 
 
 

 

Discounts on  
NALAG Education 

 

Become a Member of NALAG you will 
receive concessional prices on some 

courses offered by NALAG. You will also 
receive the NALAGNews publication 

together with the  
Bereavement Buddy E-Newsletter.  
See our website www.nalag.org.au  

for Membership forms.  


