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The present study aimed to discover the temporality, the bereaved subjective time experience, in narrative texts 

after the cancer death of their beloved one. The research approach was hermeneutic phenomenological psychology. 

4 bereaved caregivers were recruited and each of the participant was interviewed twice, with the second interview 

conducted after 6 months of the first one. The analysis revealed three general structures of time experiences: (1) time is 

out of joint: the deep quiet moment. (2) resolution time: nearing of the future. (3) duration of time: the coexistence of the 

past and the present. The subjective time experiences of bereaved caregivers might contradict the objective linear time 

assumption embedded in modern society, causing more feelings of isolation and loneliness of the bereaved. The death 

experiences have revealed the life essence of ab-ground, forcing the bereaved caregivers to confront their authentic self 

and to have resoluteness of their own lives. The article concludes by addressing several clinical applications associated 

with the bereaved temporality. 
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Extened Abstract

Time is the most fundamental element of our lived 
experience. Yet, in modern society, time is often reduced 
to linear time, such as clock time or calendar dates. 
Linear time helps us calculate and schedule the future, but 
can be ruthless for those who have difficulties catching up 
with it. For example, bereavement is a difficult process 
during which people need the personal time and space to 
slow down and grieve for their loved one; it cannot be 
conceptualized merely as linear time. The present study 
aimed to reinvestigate the subjective time experience 
of bereavement and propose a new framework of time, 
thereby suggesting possible clinical applications for 
bereaved people.

Classical Grief Theory: Kübler-Ross and the 
Five Stages of Grief Model

In 1969, Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross published Death 
and Dying, in which she put forward the now well-known 
stage-based model for understanding coping with dying. 
The five stages of coping proposed were denial, anger, 
bargaining, depression, and acceptance. The stage model 
has since been applied to grief theory and helped to bring 
about significant changes in how many people think about 
bereavement. However, it has also shifted the focus of 
grief intervention to helping bereaved people transition 
through each stage, thus reducing the grief process to one 
that is task-like. The problem with the five stages model is 
the linear time hypothesis embedded in the theory, which 
suggests that there are only five ways to cope with grief, 
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thus ignoring the individualistic and profound aspects of 
bereavement.

Contemporary Grief Theory: The Dual Process 
Model of Coping with Bereavement

The dual process model of coping with bereavement 
(DPM; Stroebe & Schut, 1999) is one of the most 
important theories in contemporary grief research. Unlike 
the five stages of grief model, the DPM highlights the 
coping process in terms of cognitive stress theory and 
does not depict the whole picture of bereavement. In the 
DPM, coping refers to the processes, strategies, or styles 
of managing the situation in which bereavement places 
the individual. There are two main coping processes: (1) 
the loss-oriented process, which refers to the bereaved 
person’s focus on appraising and processing some aspect 
of the loss experience itself; and (2) the restoration-
oriented process, which refers to the person’s focus on 
life tasks that are triggered by bereavement and reflects 
the personal struggle to reconstruct oneself in a strange 
world without the deceased. At the core of the DPM is the 
dynamic oscillation of the coping process, which reflects 
the time perspective of this model. The subjective time 
experience of bereaved people is like that of a sailor adrift 
at sea: at times the bereaved confronts aspects of loss, 
while at other times they avoid them. Sometimes, there is 
a “time out” during which the person is not grieving. 

However, upon reviewing studies related to DPM 
theory, we found that the DPM still adopts a linear 
time perspective although it is in a disguised form. Its 
premise of oscillating time is based on cognitive stress 
theory, which focuses on psychological adaptation. 
In adaptation research, how to determine the cut-off 
point of maladaptation is a key issue. The diagnosis for 
maladaptive grief in the DSM-5 is based on linear time, 
because the criteria state that taking longer than average 
to cope with grief is maladaptive. To sum up, both the five 
stages model and DPM are grief models with linear time 
perspectives, which means that mainstream psychology 
still uses linear time to measure the suffering of bereaved 
people.

Beyond Adaptation Time: The Cyclical Time 
Perspective

Alternatives to the linear time perspective of 
grief have been explored. For example, adopting an 
experimental approach, Ruscher (2012) manipulated 
different time perspectives, namely linear versus cyclical 
conceptions of time. He found that compared to the linear 
or static prime group, the cyclical prime group showed 
shorter grief duration, more reliance on cyclical language, 
more characterization of recovery as a return to routine, 
and reduced characterization of the bereaved person as 
passive. Ruscher concluded that holding a cyclical time 
perspective of grief might afford a better way to cope with 
bereavement. Meanwhile and Saltzman (2019) believed 
that we need a paradigm shift that emphasizes “meaningful 
time” rather than linear, measurable time. He noticed that 
“markers in time” (i.e., Mother’s Day, birthdays, etc.) 
can trigger a revisiting of trauma or loss, thus introducing 
new opportunities for integrating traumatic memories 
into one’s life project. The repetitive, ruminative nature 
of grief time is not a slowing of adaptation, but rather a 
rerouting of adaptation through previously experienced 
emotions and stages of reconfiguration, which has the 
potential to shift the bereaved onto a different trajectory 
of coping.

Narrative Time: The Hermeneutic 
Phenomenological Perspective

Hermeneutic phenomenological psychology focuses 
on human life experiences. According to Ricoeur’s 
philosophy, the essence of time is the aporia of changing, 
and narratives mediate the aporia of changing and 
permanence through a process of “emplotment” that 
configures pieces of existence into a whole. In the present 
study, we adopted Ricoeur’s perspective in trying to 
understand bereaved people’s living time by analyzing 
their grief narratives.

Methodology

The aim of the present study was to understand the 
time experiences of Taiwanese bereaved caregivers who 
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had lost their beloved to cancer. We employed Ricoeur’s 
hermeneutic phenomenological approach as well as the 
concrete analytical steps proposed by Lee and Lai (2004). 
At the core of our methodology were the following 
phenomenological methods: epoché, phenomenological 
reduct ion,  imaginat ive  var ia t ion,  and synthesis . 
Epoché consists of being free from suppositions; 
phenomenological reduction involves returning to the 
essence of experiences; imaginative variation aims 
to capture the structural essence of an experience by 
hypothetically changing certain aspects of a given 
experience to determine whether the phenomenon would 
continue to subsist without those aspects; and synthesis 
involves composing textual and composite structural 
descriptions to develop a synthesis of meaning with the 
essence of the phenomenon. 

Participants

Four Taiwanese caregivers (1 male, 3 female, mean 
age 47.5 ± 12.66 years) who had lost their beloved 
to cancer during hospice care were recruited. Each 
participant was interviewed twice while they were in 
mourning within a year and a half after the death of their 
beloved.

Data analysis

We engaged in immersive reading of the interview 
transcripts for several weeks to obtain an adequate sense 
of each narrative text before clustering horizons into 
themes. We had weekly research meetings where we 
engaged in comprehensive discussions of interview data 
to avoid presuppositions and prejudices, and reported the 
horizons, themes, and composite structural descriptions.

Results

We extracted three composite structural descriptions 
to illustrate the time experiences of the participants: 
(1) time is out of joint: a moment of grief in silence; 
(2) a time of resolution: moving into the future; and 
(3) endurance (durée): coexistence of the past and the 
present.

1.  Time is Out of Joint: A Moment of Grief in 
Silence

For most of the caregivers, the first 6 months after 
their beloved’s death was the period of greatest suffering. 
Living in a world without the deceased was hard to 
imagine and even unthinkable. During the interviews, the 
caregivers recounted narrative plots that were chaotic and 
disorganized, and sometimes fell suddenly into silence 
because no language could describe or even touch upon 
their painful experiences. They also cried and expressed 
the salient emotion of painful yearning and absolute 
silence. By naming this structural description “time is out 
of joint,” which is a famous quotation from Hamlet, we 
tried to capture the complete insanity of the bereaved’s 
world and their perception that things were not as they 
should have been.

2.  A Time of Resolution: Moving into the 
Future

By around 6 to 12 months after their beloved’s death, 
the bereaved had experienced significant changes to their 
existential structures. After indulging in deep sorrow for 
a long time, they reached a turning point and resolved 
to move into the future, henceforth deciding to live in a 
world without their beloved. They reported tremendous 
changes in their life projects, such as job transitions, 
participation in extreme sports, and reorganization of their 
life priorities. We interpreted this phenomenon in terms 
of Heidegger’s authentic Dasein: when human beings 
confront death and recognize it as the essence of human 
life, they listen to their inner voice and act in accordance 
with their desires, motives, ideals and beliefs about who 
they really are.

3.  Endurance (durée): Coexistence of the Past 
and the Present

By about one year after their beloved’s death, the 
bereaved caregivers had developed new ways to situate 
the deceased into their lives. They talked with family 
about the good days and memories of the deceased, lived 
with the deceased’s beliefs and values, or completed the 
unfinished business of the deceased. When they talked 
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about their memories and the deceased in their narratives, 
the deceased seemed to come alive again. To depict this 
phenomenon, we borrowed the concept of durée from 
Henri Bergson, a contemporary French philosopher. As 
opposed to linear time duration, durée refers to the human 
time that we are actually experiencing. For the bereaved 
caregivers, the deceased did not simply disappear without 
meaning. The past with the deceased did not consist 
merely of things that disappeared but also resources that 
they could retrieve and utilize to change their present 
and future. In other words, through the magical power of 
human narrative, the bereaved families could live with the 
deceased in a transformative way. 

Discussion

The subjective t ime experiences of bereaved 
caregivers may contradict the premises of objective 
linear time that are embedded in modern society, thus 
causing feelings of isolation and loneliness. Mainstream 
psychology such as the DSM-5 diagnostic system adopts 
a linear time perspective to distinguish between adaptive 
and maladaptive grief. Our findings disagree with this 
reductive time perspective. Instead, we have underscored 
the importance of narrative time with which bereaved 
caregivers can reconfigure the meaning of loss. In 
particular, our participants’ experiences with the death of 
their loved ones forced them to confront their authentic 
selves and be resolute in their own lives.

We conclude  by  address ing  severa l  c l in ica l 
appl ica t ions  assoc ia ted  wi th  the  tempora l i ty  of 
bereavement. First, professional psychologists could 

support the bereaved by offering them a “transitional 
space” (Winnicott) during their experience of silent time. 
Loss of a loved one is an extremely painful experience 
that is almost impossible to adapt to or cope with in 
the beginning. As mortal human beings, we all become 
helpless and fragile when confronting the cold hard truth 
of death. What bereaved people need is a containing space 
that allows them to be themselves truthfully and safely, 
which we believe a professional psychologist can provide.

Second, the narrative transition from resolution to 
endurance time may provide insights for psychological 
intervention. According to our findings, narrative time 
mediates the past and the present, transforms past 
experiences into living moments, and therefore penetrates 
the boundary between life and death and creates a space 
in which the deceased coexists with the here and now. 
However, the present data are not sufficient to explain 
the mechanism of this transformation. To overcome this 
limitation of our study, we suggest that future researchers 
recruit participants who have experienced different kinds 
of bereavement to investigate their narrative transition 
from resolution to endurance time more deeply.

Finally, the finding of endurance time supports the 
importance of having a relationship with the deceased. 
Bereaved families perform ethical acts in the living 
world to maintain or transform their relationships with 
the deceased, such as by maintaining the status quo, 
reinventing their bonding with other family members, 
and strengthening their identity in the family. These acts 
highlight the necessity of considering grief as a family 
affair. Therefore, future studies should emphasize the 
dynamics and resilience of bereaved families.


