


The Invisible 
Mourners –
Introduction to 
Disenfranchised 
Grief

Global Scale: Over 200,000 fatal drug overdoses 
annually, leaving 2 to 2.5 million individuals 
bereaved worldwide each year.

Disenfranchised Grief (Kenneth Doka): Grief 
that persons experience when incurring a loss 
that is not openly acknowledged, socially 
sanctioned, or publicly mourned.

Societal "Feeling Rules" (Arlie Hochschild):
Cultural norms defining who has the legitimate 
"right" to grieve and receive social sympathy.

The Reality of Isolation: Bereaved families often 
experience profound loneliness compared to 
those losing loved ones to physical illnesses.



The Tripartite Web of 
Stigma – Structural, 
Interpersonal, and 
Intrapersonal

• Structural Stigma: Systemic exclusion, 
negative media stereotypes, and unequal 
municipal crisis support.

• Interpersonal Stigma ("Stigma Spillover"):
Associative stigma transferred from the 
deceased to the family.

• END Study Findings (N=255): 42% of 
bereaved individuals experienced direct 
negative or derogatory comments.

• Origin of Remarks: 57% family/friends, 27% 
colleagues/neighbors, 8% general 
society/media, 8% professional helpers.

• Intrapersonal Stigma (Self-Stigma):
Internalizing public judgment, causing deep 
shame and self-isolation.



The Four Themes of 
Disenfranchisement 
& Complex 
Emotions

• Theme 1: Dehumanizing Labeling – Slurs 
reducing the deceased to "junkies," "whore," or 
"scum".

• Theme 2: Unspoken & Implicit Stigma – Silence, 
averted gaze, and non-verbal exclusion.

• Theme 3: Blaming the Deceased & Family –
"Self-inflicted death," "he made his choices," or 
"everyone is the maker of their own fortune".

• Theme 4: The 'Only & Best Outcome' – "Best 
that he died," "nothing to mourn," or "you can 
finally get peace".

• Relief as a Double-Edged Sword: Relief that 
years of turmoil have ended, triggering intense 
guilt.

Dyregrov et al., 2022



The Health 
Consequences –
"The special 
grief"

• "The Special Grief”: A composite risk profile 
involving trauma, ambivalence, 
disenfranchisement, and lack of support.

• Impact of Chronic Shame: Trauma expert 
Janina Fisher notes that chronic shame 
creates self-alienation and blocks healthy 
grieving.

• Isolation as a Key Predictor: Self-isolation is 
the primary predictor of Prolonged Grief 
Disorder (PGD) and severe distress.

• Systemic Gaps: Bereaved individuals are 
frequently overlooked by both first-line 
emergency care and second-line addiction 
services.



Enfranchising Grief –
From Stigma to 
Intelligent Kindness

• Deconstructing Stigma Through Openness:
Writing transparent obituaries (e.g. stating "died 
of an overdose"), sharing personal stories, and 
joining peer organizations.

• Core Philosophy: "A person was so much more 
than their cause of death!"

• Humanizing Language: Shifting from 
stigmatizing labels ("junkie") to person-first 
language ("person with a substance use 
disorder").

• Therapeutic Rituals (Doka): Utilizing rituals of 
continuity, transition, reconciliation, and 
affirmation.

• Intelligent Kindness & Small Acts: Professional 
empathy—such as a doctor calling the deceased 
"this gentleman who died"—radically restores 
dignity.

• Summary Vision: Making the private visible, the 
shameful legitimate, and the taboo human.
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