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“Our culture places great value on lovign rela-
tionships—on getting along together, resolving 

conflicts within our gamilies, showing affection, and offering 
support.”

As someone who shares in Hispanic/Lati-
no culture (my mother’s family was hispanic), 
I have long appreciated the issues that loss and 
gried create within that culture. Within His-
panic culture, family ties are strong and val-
ued. Moreover, Godparents, while often fam-
ily members, are also a way to tie good, loving 
friends into families. Those ties too, while 
rarely understood outside our culture (and a few closely re-
lated ones), are also strong and deep. our culture places great 
value of loving relationships—on getting along together, re-

solving conflicts within our families, showing affection, and 
ffering support. Losses hit us hard.

Some of tehse losses may not even involve death. We may 
grieve when relationships are shattered by divorce or separa-

tion. We can grieve the loss of the familiar. 
If we have just come to teh US, we may have 
grief over that migration even as we embrace 
the promist and opportunities of the move. 
We can even grieve as we see the ties to our 
culture and language diminish over genera-
tions. These too are losses.

And so we grieve. This grief affects us, like 
others, in amny ways. It may affect us physicially. We can 
feel sick and unwell. We may be constantly tired, worn out. 
While the pain in our bodies may reflect the pain we feel in 

I am a Latina female living along the Texas /New Mexico 
border.  I encounter many Latino families grieving the loss 

of a loved one through our children’s bereavement center of-
fering peer support services to grieving children and their 
families.  I notice that as a culture, we sometimes experience 
more intense symptoms of grief that affect us physically, 
emotionally and spiritually as we have difficulty reaching 
out to persons for support or even to professionals for help.   
There are superstitions that hold many a family back from 
coming to terms with their loss.  For example, I have heard 
Latino adults and children express that they are not able to 
talk of the deceased or even say their name as it doesn’t allow 
their “spirit” to rest to which my response is, “how can you 
have any peace yourself if you cannot allow yourself to talk 
of the deceased?”  “How can you let their spirit rest if you 
cannot rest?”

“Grief brings many 
feelings—anger, sad-
ness, guilt, loneli-
ness, and yearning 
just to name a few.”

Will I ever be the same?
Learning to reach out in times 
of grief
By Laura Olague

Understanding Grief
By Kenneth J. Doka

continued on page 2

continued on page 3continued on page 2



 Many a Latino family experiences unresolved grief be-
cause they lack a support system of friends or family that 
they can comfortably go to for support.  Even a simple cup 
of coffee and discussion of how they feel becomes impos-
sible as persons feel judged and are less inclined to talk to 
anyone.  As a culture, we are a close knit group of nuclear 
and extended family that find ourselves among many rela-
tives yet emotionally alone.  We have difficulty reaching out 
for help.  I frequently find myself asking, “is there a friend 
that you trust or a “comadre” (godparent) who will listen?  I 
would like to see more Latinos attend support groups as this 
could be the place where they could gain the much needed 
support they require but find that frequently, this is not the 
case.  Many adults tell me that this is the equivalent of “seeing 
a shrink” and “what would the family think?”  Consequently, 
the grief intensifies.  

I remind many a Latino parent that they are the role mod-
el for their children and how they experience and express 
their loss directly impacts how their children will respond.  
It is important to set the example of reaching out for help so 
that their children can learn that it is okay and will do the 
same.  

An important thing that we all need to do better is to tell 
our children the truth.  In the Latino culture, it is common 
to “stretch the truth” by telling something that is more pleas-
ant than actually what happened, especially regarding deaths 
where someone died tragically.  We find that this comes back 
to bite us as children become angry at the lies that were told 
to them.  As I tell many a family, if you start with the truth, 

you can’t go wrong.  I have talked with children who were 
told that their dad or brother died of the flu or other illness 
only to find out that they were murdered or committed sui-
cide.  As I express to Latino parents, “how can you tell them 
to tell you the truth when you have not done that?”  

Regarding helping your children when you are grieving, I 
make these suggestions:

•	 Invite your child to attend the funeral and tell them 
about what they will see

•	 Seek support for yourself and your child if you find 
that you are having difficulty with a loved one’s death

•	 Tell your children the truth, you will be much better 
off in the long run

•	 Encourage your children to openly talk about the 
deceased rather than no longer mentioning the person who 
died.  You will have much healthier children in the long run

•	 Remember that you are a role model for how your 
children will grieve.  If you hold in expressing your loss and 
bottle up your feelings, odds are that your child will do the 
same which can result in emotional problems down the road

•	 Honor your loved one by acknowledging and cel-
ebrating their lives

Laura Olague, is the executive director and co-founder of 
the Children’s Grief Center of El Paso. She lives along the border 
of Texas and Mexico and has been offering culturally diverse 
bereavment services to children and families for 18 years.
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our heart, it is always important to check persistent symp-
toms with a doctor. Let him know, too, of the loss. Some-
times the death of someone we deeply love can addect our 
health. Even, especially in grief, we need to take good care 
of ourselves.

Grief brings many feelings—anger, sadness, huilt, loneli-
ness, and yearning, just to name a few. In our culture, these 
emotions can be intense as we are a feeling people. Guilt can 
be particularly strong. Our ties are such that we often won-
der if we have done enough.

Grief also influences the way we behave. We may want to 
withdraw from others—not having the energy to cope with 
the demands of life. others may find themselves short-tem-

pered, always ready to explode at small irritations. Some may 
wish to keep themselves busy as a way of forgetting their loss 
and avoiding their grief.

Our concentration may be affected. We may find it hard 
to focus, even to think. We may even find that our beliefs are 
challenged. Grief affects every part of our being.

Grief is different for each of us. We are different; Our re-
lationships, experiences, and our ways of coping are differ-
ent as well. We cannot compare our reactions and how we 
choose to grieve with the grief of others around us—even 
those in our own families.

Every culture has strengths and limitations that influence 
the ways we face our grief. In Hispanic/Latino culture, the 
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demands placed on men, machismo, 
can mean that men sometimes can try 
so hard to take care of their family, to 
be stong for their families, that they ne-
glect their own grief. My uncles would 
always remind me that it is never un-
manly to love, and to show that love. 
If we can be affectionate in life, we can 
share those affections, those feelings, in 
death. In such a way, we help our family 
by modeling our grief.

We have much strength as a culture. 
our family ties are strong. We can grieve 
together. We often have a strong faith, 
even powerful rituals that support us 
in death. Many who are Catholic may 
find comfort in saying a Rosary or No-
vena or even offering Masses, especially 
at significant days such as the anniver-
sary of the death. These rituals reaffirm 
the bond that is retained wit the person 
who died. We know that the connec-
tions, the bonds we hold to the deceased 
will never end. These are powerful tools 
to assist us as we deal with loss.

We can learn from others too. Sup-
port groups and counseling can help us 
as we cope with loss. We need not do it 
alone. this is especially important if our 

gried is causing us to neglect important 
roles that we may have in our family, in 
our work, or in school, or if our grief is 
causing harm to others or ourselves.

“Everyone,” an old proverb states, “is 
like all others, some others, no other.” 
This is vertainly true in grief. Grief is 
the most human of all reactions. It is 
the price we pay for love and attach-
ment. Yet, each sulture shares its own 
way of life—customs, values, beliefs, 
and perspectives that shape how we as 
a people respond to loss. And we are all 
individuals with unique relationships 
and our own personal strengths and 
limitations. Grief reinforces the truth of 
this proverb.

Kenneth J. Doka, PhD, MDiv, is Se-
nior Consultant to HFA and a Professor 
of Gerontology at the College of New Ro-
chelle in New York.
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NOTES:

Author - Gisela Lejan - is spelled two different ways -- not sure which one 
is correct?


