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Abstract

Grief is a complex set of emotions, thoughts, and behaviors that
individuals experience in response to loss or the threat of loss. One of
the most significant contexts in which grief is commonly experienced
is within the family, suggesting that grief is a fundamentally familial
phenomenon. Accordingly, this study aimed to explore the experience
of grief in organ donor families. Employing a qualitative approach
based on Moustakas's transcendental phenomenological method, the
study involved 17 organ donor families selected through purposive
sampling. Data collection utilized in-depth interviews. The gathered
data were analyzed under two main themes and six subthemes. These
themes and subthemes encompass: Experience of Grief (normal grief,
psychosomatic grief, and complicated grief) and Adaptive strategies
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for the experience of grief (emotional self-regulation, spiritual self-
care, sense of aliveness, family empathy, commemorative therapy, and
family support). Results indicated that grief is a complex process, and
organ donor families experienced it at varying levels. These differing
levels had distinct physical and psychological consequences for family
members. In adapting to grief, donor families were able to adjust by
resorting to spirituality, expressing empathy and compassion with
other families, controlling their emotions and affect, receiving
emotional support from their own families, obtaining positive
feedback, and participating in celebratory and appreciative
ceremonies.

Keywords: Organ Donor Family, Grief, Grief Experience, Spiritual
Self-Care, Sense of Aliveness.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of the most significant crises a person can face in life is the loss
of a family member. Often, the death of a family member causes
severe distress in other family members and also leads to a series of
physical and psychological reactions. It also affects their social
relationships and significantly reduces their safety status, posing
challenges to the health of the deceased's families in the short or long
term. If, in these circumstances, the necessary resources for adaptation
and adjustment to the new situation and understanding the absence of
the deceased are not available, it can cause irreparable damage to the
family system. This process, by which a family must adapt to a new
reality in which the deceased individual is absent, is introduced as
grief. Grief is typically a collection of emotions, thoughts, and
behaviors that individuals experience when they lose or are threatened
with loss. Furthermore, different individuals accept the reality of loss,
grief, and its consequences in various ways. The cause of death has
always been recognized as a factor in the grief reaction, and the
relationship between the type of death and the relative degree of
intensity of grief reactions is an important issue. One type of death
that some families, especially organ donor families, have experienced
is sudden and unexpected death, which leads to more intense reactions
in families. These families undergo a unique grief experience, and the
knowledge they possess is key to awareness and education about the
experience of organ donation, and until the importance of the
experience and how to cope with grief in these families is fully
understood, their experience of grief cannot be grasped. Therefore, the
present study is designed using phenomenology to understand the
nature of and increase awareness of the experiences of donor families
regarding how they experience grief and how to cope with it.

Literature Review

In the field of grief experience, the theories of Kubler-Ross (2014) and
Worden (2018) are noteworthy. Kubler-Ross identified five common
stages of grief in all types of mourning, which are: 1) Shock and
Denial; 2) Anger and Rage; 3) Bargaining; 4) Depression; 5)
Acceptance. Another important theory in the area of grief experience
iIs Worden's theory. According to Worden, the mourning processes
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should be examined within the following framework: 1) Accepting the
reality of the loss; 2) Processing the pain of grief; 3) Adjusting to a
world without the deceased; and 4) Finding a way to remember the
deceased while continuing with one's life. Worden believes that grief
and sorrow processes are influenced by seven moderators: kinship, the
nature of the attachment, the manner of death, historical background,
social variables, personality variables, and concurrent losses and
stressors.

Namvaran Garmi et al. (1402) in "A Phenomenological
Description of Daughters' Grief Reactions to the Loss of a Father"”
indicated that daughters experienced fathers' grief reactions as primary
reactions (shock, outburst, and confusion) and persistent reactions
(sadness and adjustment).

Qomi et al. (1401) in "A Comprehensive Meta-Analysis of
Psychological Grief Disorder in Iran" examined psychological
methods for treating grief and showed that cognitive-behavioral
interventions with an Islamic approach, group cognitive-behavioral
therapy, and Islamic grief therapy had the most significant impact on
grief treatment, while meaning-centered therapy, quality of life
improvement-based therapy, and music therapy had the least impact
on grief treatment.

Gates et al. (2024) addressed "Pediatric Death and Family Organ
Donation: Grief Support Services in a Pediatric Health System."
Results indicated that religious support, music therapy, participation in
celebrations, communication with healthcare providers, connecting
with extended families, and social networks can act as tools to reduce
grief.

Pleiter (2022) investigated "The Role of Organ Donation in
Helping Family Members Cope with Grief." Results showed that all
family members, in their efforts to cope with the loss of loved ones,
experienced a combination of intense emotions such as loneliness,
hurt, fear, guilt, and numbness. Although they considered consenting
to organ donation as a positive experience, the extent to which organ
donation helped family members reduce grief varied.

Method
This research, aiming to "understand the lived experiences™ of organ
donor families, utilized Moustakas' (1994) transcendental
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phenomenology methodology within a qualitative approach. In the
first stage, after formulating the problem and research question, the
necessary philosophical and phenomenological assumptions were
presented. In the second stage, purposive and criterion sampling was
used to select participants, as in phenomenological studies,
participants must have lived the phenomenon under study (the
experience of organ donation from a brain-dead patient) and possess
the physical and psychological ability to participate in interviews and
have sufficient time for discussion. The third stage involved data
collection through in-depth semi-structured interviews, which stopped
after conducting 17 interviews and reaching theoretical saturation. In
the fourth stage (data analysis), interviews were first entered into the
Maxqda software and converted to text, and then studied multiple
times. Subsequently, important statements were extracted, the
horizoning process was performed, and the meanings of each
statement were formulated and categorized to ultimately arrive at the
main themes. The quality of the research was assessed based on
Lincoln and Guba's four criteria (credibility, dependability,
transferability, and confirmability), and ethical considerations,
including obtaining informed consent and deleting recorded files after
transcribing the texts, were observed.

Results

The collected data were analyzed in the form of two main themes and
six sub-themes. The main themes and sub-themes include: The
experience of grief (normal grief, psychosomatic grief, and
complicated grief) and adaptive strategies in the experience of grief
(emotion self-control, spiritual self-care, re-living, family empathy,
memorial therapy, and family support). The results showed that grief
is a complex process, and organ donor families experienced it at
different levels. These different levels had different physical and
psychological consequences for family members. Donor families also
adapted to grief by resorting to spirituality, expressing empathy and
compassion with other families, controlling their emotions and
feelings, as well as receiving emotional support from their families
and positive feedback, and participating in celebration and
appreciation ceremonies.
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