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People often wonder whether grief looks different for those who 

had a loved one die with MAID when compared to a non-MAID 

death. Some participants shared that the grief was similar, and 

others spoke to some differences:

“When it comes to the grief, it was a softer sadness. 
I remember walking him into the hospital on the day 
of his death; I remember being incredibly overwhelmed 
as I looked at him and thought, “Wow this man is about 
to die and he knows it – the exact time and method.” 
I had a much greater sense of peace and acceptance after 
he passed than I had with more unexpected deaths. 
However, I found the anticipatory grief almost totally 
disabling...I would lie in bed trying to sleep, just saying 
the date and time of his upcoming procedure, over and 
over in my bed, like I couldn’t believe it but was also 
terrified of the loss of him.”

“I experienced a similar kind of anticipatory grief common 
to other non-MAID deaths, knowing that we had weeks 
left before death would naturally occur, for instance, 
and spent time preparing ‘last things’ and ‘next things’ 
and crying together.” 

“Knowing the date and time made it feel very different 
as you had that date in your head and knew with certainty 
that that would be the...last day.”

INTRODUCTION
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Anticipatory grief
This type of grief refers to feelings of loss experienced before the 

loss. 93% of survey participants said they experienced anticipatory 

grief when their loved one was choosing MAID.

Some of the things that helped people during their experience 

with anticipatory grief were: 

	 •	 Openness – sharing thoughts and feelings; giving permission
		  to grieve

	 •	 Life review – talking about fond memories and all the things
		  the person did in their life

	 •	 Space – taking a leave of absence from work to process everything

	 •	 Education – reading about MAID

	 •	 Meaningful activities – a final family vacation, putting together
photos, soaking up every moment, doing creative writing, alone 
time, doing things that brought comfort (art, music, dancing, 
sitting by the water)

	 •	 Preparation – keeping busy with practical things that needed
		  to be done

	 •	 Awareness and relief – knowing that the suffering of their
		  person would end soon

	 •	 External supports – death doula, life coach, therapists, art therapy

“It seemed like anticipatory grief was endless and 
after the death there was a short period of relief that 
it was over.”

“I had no idea how tired I was. I was terrified and 
didn’t realize it.”

TYPES OF GRIEF
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“As a mother, this reality was almost unbearable as I tried 
to stay strong and accept each day as a finite gift.”

“Even though it was hard, I’m glad we got to say goodbye 
and tell her the things we’ve always wanted to say to her.”

“I learned that my way of protecting myself is to 
anticipate loss and ‘experience it’ emotionally before 
I have to endure it in real time. Although my husband 
lived 16 weeks from the time of diagnosis, I started 
to grieve from that moment.”

“I had never felt this before. It was so awful thinking about 
and knowing the time and day that my mom would die.”

Disenfranchised grief
Disenfranchised grief is when your grieving doesn’t “fit in” with your 

larger society’s attitude about dealing with death and loss and may be 

something you hide from others. 32% of survey participants reported 

that they experienced this. One participant faced judgment when 

defending her loved one’s decision. A few people reflected on how they 

were conflicted about sharing that someone had MAID in their obituary.

Survey participants shared a range of grief-related experiences 

after their loved one died, including some of the physical effects 

they experienced. 

GRIEF AFTER THE DEATH
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Physical
The most common physical effects were:
	 •	 Fatigue (89%)
	 •	 Tightness in the chest or throat (68%)
	 •	 Insomnia (53%) 
	 •	 Headaches (53%)

Emotional
Emotionally, the most common feelings reported were:
	 •	 Sadness (100%)
	 •	 Isolation (63%)
	 •	 Guilt (63%)

While many people reported that they experienced these and other 

effects, others shared that they maintained their health through daily 

walks, meditating, healthy eating, and journaling. 

It is important to realize there is no end date when it comes to 

grieving. We will always miss our person and feel the pain of 

loss. We asked participants to share some of their feelings and 

experiences at certain points in the first year after MAID – 

not to create a roadmap or expectation, but to show the range 

of experiences that real people had. 

One day after
Feelings: Numbness, devastation, shock, emotional exhaustion 

but unable to sleep, physical depletion, peace, hollowness, lost, sad, 

comforted, grateful, tired, craving comfort and normalcy, relief

“Totally devastated. My dad’s death was peaceful, 
but it was the hardest thing I’ve been through.”

THE FIRST YEAR
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Actions: Finalizing funeral arrangements, saying goodbye to my 

loved one’s body, cleaning out the space, crying/hugging/laughing/

eating together with family, doing everything on autopilot 

One week after
Feelings: Still a blur, but reality was setting in, sadness, loneliness, 

not ready to go back to work, outbursts, devastation, emotionally 

raw, anger – at the person who died and at others who were living 

life normally, deep sadness, depression, the shock was starting to 

dim, lost, gratitude, disbelief, surreal 

“My sister…went home and I felt like the grief bubble 
popped. That feeling that the rest of the world is going 
on as normal, but I had lost someone.”

Actions: Busy with cleaning things out, returning medical 

equipment, funeral arrangements, weeping, slept a lot, sleepless 

nights, journaling, cried every night

One month after
Feelings: Sadness, loneliness, similar feelings to previous weeks 

but less intense, feeling sorry for any moments of unkindness or 

impatience when they were still alive, the reality that your life has 

been altered slowly begins to sink in, peace, depression, feeling as 

though my grief took a back seat to others who were grieving their 

death, shame, fear

“You are gone, the house is quiet, the dining room table 
is no longer full of pill bottles and charts and calendars. 
I don’t have anything to do; I am no longer full of the task 
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of caring for you. I am sad, our plans for travel together 
won’t happen, our ‘together’ dreams are over. You were 
the reason that people gravitated to us – together we 
were fun, adventurous and had plans. I don’t know what 
to do next. I am scared...”

Actions: Started counselling, went back to work, got a memorial 

tattoo, “carrying Kleenex in my bra at all times,” walking miles 

every day, dealing with intrusive memories, struggles with bad 

dreams, uncontrollable sadness and sobbing

Six months after
Feelings: Less emotional processing on a daily basis, hopeful that 

things would get better, feeling more like myself, sad, reflective, 

anger, pain

“Although I still missed my husband very much, I no longer 
had to sleep with his picture beside me, or a pillow with 
his shirt on it for me to fall asleep beside. I had better 
days and started to cobble together a life I enjoyed, but 
I had a deep sense of sadness that time was carrying me 
further and further downstream from him. The 100th day 
was especially difficult for some reason.”

“It all still feels a bit empty, but life is shifting. Grief came 
during quiet moments where I thought about things we 
normally do in summer. I tried to do a few of the things 
on my own (read a book at the beach) but it just didn’t 
seem right because, before, you were there, too.”
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Actions: Counselling, some normalcy, regained energy, working 

through the feelings I couldn’t get to in the acute phases of grief, 

involved in MFSS and feeling like I was doing something good 

after a hard situation, walking for hours each day to cope, writing 

about his death

One year after
Feelings: Denial, pain that I’m learning to live with, less lonely, 

calmness, acceptance, starting to find the joy in life, unbalanced, 

learning to love again

“All of the firsts were behind me, and I had survived.”

“I am having our close relatives over for dinner to mark the 
anniversary of my husband’s death. I have put together a 
collage of wonderful photographs of my husband to give 
to each immediate relative. The photos show him having 
fun, reading to our grandchildren, relaxing, being goofy – 
all happy times in his life.”

“About 8 months after Dad died, I was contacted 
about volunteering with Bridge 4 You, now MAID Family 
Support Society. This marked a real shift for me to stop 
looking inward so much and to start looking outwards 
beyond myself. But this is also exactly when I started 
looking at what I wanted in life and how I wanted to 
shape my years ahead.”

Actions: Group therapy, counselling, marking the anniversary of 

their death, giving back by volunteering with MAID organizations, 

prioritizing and learning self-care
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75% of respondents accessed both one-on-one therapy and MAID- 

specific bereavement groups. 33% shared that they attended general 

bereavement groups. Some of the things that helped the most when 

dealing with a loss through MAID were:

	 •	 “Separating myself from people who didn’t understand, which
		  meant that I kept my circle small for a while”

	 •	 “Having space to talk or reflect silently with my support group”

	 •	 “Talking to others who have been through MAID, including
using resources like MAID Family Support Society and Bridge C-14. 
I didn’t realize how much I would get in return from meeting 
and talking with volunteers who simply ‘get it’ about MAID”

	 •	 “Telling my story”

	 •	 “Spending time with supportive friends and family”

	 •	 “Adopting a dog”

	 •	 “Taking time off work”

	 •	 “Doing what felt right in the moment – crying, speaking with my
		  support network, creative writing, journaling, sitting in stillness”

	 •	 “Taking grief courses” 

	 •	 “Cultural and religious practices”

	 •	 “Participating in MAID research studies”

	 •	 “Re-reading my person’s obituary and the memories shared on
		  the funeral home website”

	 •	 “Writing thank you notes to those who helped me”

	 •	 “Starting new routines and traditions”

	 •	 “Planning a celebration of life”

	 •	 “Remembering the pain they were in as their illness progressed,
		  and feeling grateful that they had a choice”

SUPPORTS
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We asked participants what they would tell someone who is grieving 

a loved one who died by MAID. This is what they said:

“You are loved. You are enough. The pain eases. Love 
yourself. Try not to push people away, but do seek your 
own space/time alone. Your heart will heal.”

“Get support early after the death from a MAID support 
group or person. It helps to know that you are not alone 
with this unique experience.”

“You will hurt deeper than you thought possible. It does 
get easier with time. Talk when you are ready.”

“It’s hard; there’s no sugar coating it. The person is no 
longer in pain, and they were able to make that brave 
decision... Make sure to take care of yourself. It’s ok to 
be sad and mad.”

“You are not alone, and all of your feelings are normal. 
You are stronger than you think.”

“There’s no ‘wrong’ way to grieve. Let any emotions flow. 
Even numbness is okay too, and may be exactly what you 
need until you have the capacity to feel it.”

FROM ME TO YOU: MESSAGES 
FROM THOSE WHO EXPERIENCED 
A MAID DEATH



11 MAID Family Support SocietyDying With Dignity Canada

“Be proud that you supported your loved one. If you 
didn’t agree with their choice, know that your support 
and love was still important.”

“Allow yourself to be yourself, in every moment. Don’t 
set a clock or look at the calendar to determine where 
you should be.”

“It is a sign of love to be grieving. Where would we be if 
we didn’t care enough to love?”

If you know someone who has experienced a MAID death, here 

are some ideas on how to best support them:

	 •	 Listen. Sometimes it is best to just listen without giving advice
		  or judging. You are not expected to “fix” things. 

	 •	 Ask questions rather than make assumptions. 

	 •	 Don’t compare - each experience is unique. 

	 •	 Check in so they know you are there for them. 

	 •	 Do something practical – make them tea, rake their leaves, 
		  take out their garbage, help them move or clear out their loved
		  one’s home.

	 •	 If welcomed, give them a hug or squeeze their hand. 

	 •	 Provide them with contact information for MAID support 
		  organizations, like MAID Family Support Society or Bridge C-14.

	 •	 Practice compassion, open-mindedness, and being present 
		  and open. 

SUPPORTING SOMEONE COPING 
WITH A MAID LOSS 
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	 •	 Help them to celebrate their person’s life in whatever way makes
		  sense to them.

	 •	 Allow them a place without judgement to put their scariest,
		  bleakest, saddest or angriest thoughts.

	 •	 If you have questions about MAID, it may be best to ask a source
like Dying With Dignity Canada, rather than the grieving person. 
They may not have the emotional bandwidth to educate you 
while they are grieving.

	 •	 Love them unconditionally and be there for them each step 
		  of the way.

Participants also shared some things that did not 
help them during this time:
	 •	 Others (health care providers, people in the community, friends)

trying to talk the person out of MAID due to their own religious 
or personal views, or sharing that they would never “allow” their 
loved one to go through with MAID 

	 •	 Clinicians who had no knowledge of MAID

	 •	 Religious figures refusing to give last rites and other types of support 

	 •	 People using the wrong terminology, specifically, “assisted suicide”

	 •	 People ignoring the reality of the situation 

	 •	 The phrases, “It’s going to be okay” and “They are in a better place”

	 •	 Friends who withdrew their emotional support once they found
		  out that the death was a MAID death

	 •	 Some felt that their experience in traditional support groups
		  was not as helpful as they’d hoped since there was a lack of
		  understanding of the MAID grief experience

	 •	 Friends who were avoidant, did not ask questions and seemed
		  as though they didn’t want to talk about the person who died 

	 •	 People who tried to “rush” someone through grief were also
		  not helpful; this included questions about timelines like when
		  someone would start dating again or would sell their house 
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OTHER RESOURCES 

Dying With Dignity Canada
The national human-rights charity committed to improving quality 
of dying, protecting end-of-life rights, and helping people across 
Canada avoid unwanted suffering.

www.dyingwithdignity.ca

MAID Family Support Society (MFSS)
1:1 peer support for people supporting someone choosing MAID or 
grieving a MAID loss.

maidfamilysupport.ca

MFSS’s stories pages are another helpful resource: 

maidfamilysupport.ca/maid-stories

The Many Faces of MAiD: What to Expect When Someone 
You Know Chooses Medical Assistance in Dying
A compilation of stories from 17 people who have direct experience 
of their loved one choosing MAID. These stories facilitate real, 
emotional connections to the raw and uncensored experiences of 
the storytellers, and encompass a wide range of emotions, from easy 
to difficult and from expected to unexpected. Proceeds from all sales 

of this book go directly to MAID Family Support Society.

Available on Amazon: www.amazon.ca/Many-Faces-
MAID-Someone-Assistance/dp/B0CHL1FMRK

Bridge C-14 
A network of peer-to-peer connections and community supports 
through all stages of MAID.

www.bridgec14.org

https://www.dyingwithdignity.ca/
https://maidfamilysupport.ca/
https://maidfamilysupport.ca/maid-stories/
https://www.amazon.ca/Many-Faces-MAID-Someone-Assistance/dp/B0CHL1FMRK
https://www.amazon.ca/Many-Faces-MAID-Someone-Assistance/dp/B0CHL1FMRK
https://www.bridgec14.org/


Dying With Dignity Canada
500 – 1835 Yonge St., Toronto, ON  M4S 1X8

Toll Free: 1-800-495-6156  Fax: 416-486-5562

MAID Family Support Society

https://www.dyingwithdignity.ca/
https://maidfamilysupport.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/DWDCanada/
https://twitter.com/DWDCanada
https://www.instagram.com/dwdcanada/
https://www.facebook.com/MAIDFamilySupportSociety
https://www.instagram.com/maidfamilysupport/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/maid-family-support-society/



