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the major milestones at the end of life include the 
following processes:

•• Completing one’s worldly affairs, such as 
finances, estates, wills, business, property

•• Finding a sense of meaning about one’s life, 
accomplishments, choices, destiny

•• Experiencing the love of others who are 
important in one’s life

•• Completing one’s relationships with family, 
friends, community

•• Accepting the finality of life
•• Surrendering to the transcendent, to the 

“unknown,” by letting go

Counselors who know these milestones will 
more accurately understand the dying patient’s 

more distressed during acute grief. Specific diag-
nostic markers can help counselors more accurately 
detect when underlying depression accentuates 
grief intensity. These diagnostic differences are 
summarized in Table 24.2. Counselors should be 
attentive to these distinctions, particularly during 
the assessment phase of clinical work.

Leave-Taking
The work of Ira Byock (1997) has been quite 
instructive in identifying “developmental mile-
stones” within the context of the dying experience. 
In other words, there are recognizable landmarks 
in the psychological/emotional processes displayed 
by individuals approaching the end of life, which 
can be thought of as the “work” of dying. Some of 

Table 24.2  Diagnostic Differences Between Uncomplicated Grief and Clinical Depression

Clinical Sign Uncomplicated Grief Clinical Depression

Onset Death of loved one May or may not have an identifiable 
psychosocial precipitant

Predominant affect Feelings of emptiness

Sense of loss

Depressed mood

Inability to anticipate happiness or 
pleasure

Course of dysphoria Wave-like, decreases over time Persistent, nonspecific

Capacity for humor or positive 
emotions

Yes No

Thought content Preoccupation with deceased Self-critical 

Pessimistic 

Ruminative

Self-esteem Preserved

Sense of failure specific to relationship 
with deceased

Generalized worthlessness; self-loathing

Thoughts of dying or death Focus on deceased 

Anticipate reunion

Ending own life due to feeling worthless, 
undeserving, or intolerable psychic pain

SOURCE: Adapted from American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (5th ed.). Washington, 
DC: Author.




