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Abstract

This qualitative study investigates the lived experiences of eight survivors from the
St. Sebastian's church attack during the 2019 Easter Sunday tragedy in Sri Lanka,
along with three key informant interviews. Employing a reflexive thematic analysis
approach, the inquiry draws upon social support theory and the five stages of grief
theory to examine the data. The findings reveal a stark absence of formal grief
counseling services for those impacted by the attacks, with survivors relying solely
on inadequate informal support within their communities. A significant 70%
expressed doubts about the government's involvement, citing perceptions of neglect
and ineffective responses, which undermined trust necessary for effective support
delivery. The church-based Setsarana program emerged as the only source of
spiritual guidance, practical aid, informal counseling, and housing assistance,
highlighting the lack of essential psychological interventions. These findings
underscore the urgent need for Sri Lanka to adopt a coordinated, culturally-sensitive
approach to offer comprehensive psychological care in the aftermath of mass
tragedies. The study recommends implementing diverse therapeutic approaches,
such as nature-based programs and animal-assisted therapy, to address unmet
needs. Enhancing accessibility through governmental aid, telemedicine, and
educational initiatives for diverse populations is emphasized. Furthermore, the study
stresses the necessity for prolonged investigations to grasp the lasting effects of
interventions and the continual advancement of resources to aid grief recovery.
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Introduction

1.1 Background of the Study

The 2019 Easter Sunday attacks in Sri Lanka inflicted a profound and enduring collective trauma upon
the nation's psyche. This catastrophic incident culminated in the tragic loss of over 250 lives and
innumerable injuries across various locations, including churches and hotels (Ingram, 2019). The sheer
magnitude and senseless brutality of these attacks severely shook the very foundations of Sri Lankan
society, leaving deep psychological scars that transcended physical harm. While efforts were made to
reconstruct damaged infrastructure, scant attention was devoted to addressing the crucial mental health
needs of those grappling with grief, trauma, and loss in the wake of this tragedy (Siddique, 2019).
Regrettably, Sri Lanka had been subjected to numerous mass casualty events, resulting in repeated
exposure to the devastating effects of such violence. Throughout these traumatic nationwide disruptions,
arecurring issue surfaced: the insufficient availability of formal grief counseling and psychosocial support
systems (Somasundaram, 2010; Husain et al., 2011). The profound losses suffered by impacted
communities during times of war, natural disasters, and other calamities were not adequately addressed,
leading individuals to rely on informal support networks rather than seeking professional assistance
(Jayawickreme et al., 2012). This recurring trend raised concerns about the potential barriers that victims
of the Easter attacks may have encountered.

1.2 Objectives of the Study
The objectives of the study are:

1. To identify the awareness of grief counseling service among the victims of Eater Sunday Attack
in 2019 Sri Lanka.
2. To assess the productivity and effectiveness of grief counseling implementations for the victims
of Easter Sunday Attack.
3. To determine the substitute coping mechanisms adopted by the victims for the purpose to
recover from the grief situation.
4. To deliver approachable recommendations for familiarizing the grief counseling service in Sri
Lanka.
1.3 Problem Statement
The Easter Sunday bombings in Sri Lanka left indelible emotional scars on individuals, families, and
entire communities. This act of violent terrorism, specifically targeting the Christian community, not only
resulted in a devastating death toll but also caused profound emotional wounds. As the investigation into
this heinous crime continued, its impact on the Sri Lankan psyche could not be ignored. This tragedy
catalysed crucial societal changes and highlighted the pressing need for increased support for mental
health and grief counseling services. However, within Sri Lanka's cultural landscape, unique obstacles
had to be surmounted in the provision and acceptance of these vital services. These deep-rooted societal
norms had to be addressed to effectively confront and heal from such widespread trauma. The primary
focus of this study was the frequency and effectiveness of grief counseling received by the victims of the
Easter Sunday attack incident. Despite the introduction of grief counseling programs, their efficacy and
cultural suitability within the Sri Lankan context remained insufficiently understood. Furthermore,
traditional grief counseling methods and techniques, originally designed in Western cultures, may not
have aligned with the cultural nuances and coping mechanisms of Sri Lankan societies. This misalignment
could have resulted in ineffective interventions, prolonging the experience of unprocessed grief and
exacerbating long-term mental health effects, such as post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, and
intergenerational trauma.
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1.4 Significance and Relevance

A Sri Lankan study explored how people dealt with grief after the Easter Sunday attack, shedding light on
"catastrophic grief" and improving bereavement therapy for such events. Grief counseling, a growing field
within therapy, helps individuals navigate loss. The study highlights how examining the attack’s survivors'
needs can tailor programs for trauma victims, leading to better mental health outcomes. This research can
influence policymaking to ensure effective distribution of mental health services and grief counseling. By
providing evidence for best practices, the study serves as a model for future large-scale crisis responses.
Socially, grief counseling combats the stigma of loss. By normalizing grief, it strengthens social support
for bereaved individuals, improving their well-being and fostering stronger social bonds, ultimately aiding
societal healing. The study acknowledges both the strengths and limitations of grief counseling,
emphasizing the need for public awareness of its benefits in creating a more compassionate society. This
research expands our understanding of grief and paves the way for collaboration between academics and
grief counselors, leading to advancements in the field.

2. Literature Review

The ultimate objective of this literature review was to thoroughly study and analyze the available body of
research on grief counseling. The aim was to gain a clear understanding of its strengths, limitations, and
nature, specifically in the context of the Easter Attack. By choosing Easter Sunday as the focus, the
researcher sought to draw parallels between the endemic incidence of grief and trauma experienced during
some days and the collective experience of the attack. Through this review, the researcher hoped to
consolidate existing knowledge on grief counseling while identifying gaps in the literature relevant to the
specific needs of those affected by the Easter Attack. Inform the development of a grief counseling
intervention sensitive to those needs and to lay a solid foundation for future research and interventions.
Finally contribute to the well-being and recovery of victims and communities in the aftermath of the
devastating event also targeted. The Easter Sunday attacks in Sri Lanka stand as a stark example, shattering
lives and plunging countless individuals and families into profound sorrow. Understanding how people
navigate such collective grief and provide adequate support in the face of widespread trauma becomes
crucial for ensuring long-term healing and societal resilience. Driven by the immense tragedy of the Easter
Sunday attacks in Sri Lanka, this research pursues three interconnected objectives. These objectives are
designed to address the unique challenges and needs of those impacted by the attacks and contribute to
the development of effective grief counseling interventions.

The first objective is to examine established grief counseling approaches through the lens of the
attacks' specific context. This critical evaluation will identify potential shortcomings and areas where
current methods may fall short in addressing the complex needs of affected individuals and communities.
The second objective is to bridge the gap between existing knowledge on grief counseling and the specific
cultural sensitivities, traditions, and emotional landscape surrounding the Easter Sunday attacks. This will
involve considering the unique cultural and religious significance of Easter Sunday in Sri Lanka, as well
as the specific ways in which the attacks have impacted individuals and communities. The ultimate
objective of this research is to contribute to the creation of targeted grief counseling programs specifically
designed to address the unique challenges and needs of individuals and communities grappling with the
aftermath of the Easter Sunday attacks. These interventions will be informed by both established
knowledge on grief counseling and the specific context of this tragedy. This literature review categorized
its analysis through three major aspects: concepts, theories, and previous studies.

Grief is a profound and multifaceted experience that transcends mere sadness. It involves a
complex interplay of physical, emotional, and spiritual aspects, reshaping an individual's entire
perspective. The loss of a loved one shatters the world we have constructed around them, leaving us with
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fragmented routines and a fractured sense of purpose (Ratcliffe). Navigating this unfamiliar reality means
confronting the void left by the absence of familiar structures that once guided us. Counseling, particularly
grief counseling, offers a supportive avenue to process this intricate journey of grief. Numerous techniques
and approaches have been developed, such as Worden's "four tasks of mourning” (Worden, 2010) and
Cholbi's conceptualization of "grief as attention” (Cholbi). Resources like Carpinello's "Grief Counseling
Resource Guide" and insights from the American Therapy Association equip counselors with
comprehensive tools to guide individuals through this sensitive terrain. The efficacy of grief counseling
has been extensively studied, with researchers like Allumbaugh and Hoyt, Kato and Mann, Schut, Stroebe,
Van den Bout and Terheggen, Rubin and Malkinson, among others, seeking to understand its impact on
managing the overwhelming emotions and trauma associated with loss. While the results are not
conclusive, there is a growing recognition of the value of bereavement counseling in coping with grief.
Sri Lanka's unique context, marked by both conflict and natural disasters, amplifies the urgency to address
grief-related trauma. The devastating 2004 tsunami, the protracted civil war, and the recent Easter Sunday
attacks have left an indelible mark on the nation's psyche. Numerous studies (Samanthika Ekanayake,
Martin Prince, et al.; Meertens; Thomas and Coulombe, et al.; Fiona and Thomas et al.; Ruwan M.
Jayatunge) have explored the psychological impact of these events, highlighting the need for
comprehensive interventions that address both individual and societal factors.

The ongoing economic crisis (Weerakoon, 2023; Gordon, 2022; Raiser, 2023) and the lingering
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (Shuja et al., 2022; Mastrotheodoros; loannidis, 2020; Gruber et al.,
2020) have further exacerbated the psychological strain on Sri Lankans. While the nation's healthcare
system grapples with the immediate consequences, the long-term impacts on mental health and well-being
cannot be overlooked. In the aftermath of the Easter Sunday attacks, efforts have been made to provide
counseling and psychosocial support (UNICEF, 2019; Gunasingham, 2019), but concerns remain about
the sustainability of these interventions. The survivors continue to grapple with overwhelming emotions,
underscoring the need for continuous and comprehensive support that extends beyond immediate crisis
intervention. Amidst these challenges, grief counseling emerges as a crucial avenue for healing and
growth. By acknowledging the complexities of grief and equipping counselors with the necessary skills
and resources, Sri Lanka can pave the way for a more resilient and compassionate society, one that
embraces the power of human connection and the transformative potential of grief counseling.

Social support refers to the assistance or comfort provided to individuals from their interpersonal
relationships and social networks. It can come in emotional (empathy, reassurance), informational (advice,
guidance), instrumental (tangible aid), or appraisal (validation, reinforcement) forms. Having strong social
support can buffer against the negative effects of stress, promote resilience, enhance physical and mental
health, and enable positive coping strategies. Key mechanisms of social support include buffering
(protecting against stress), direct positive effects (boosting qualities like self-worth), and stress contagion
(support providers taking on secondary stress). Benefits of social support span reducing
anxiety/depression, lowering blood pressure, faster healing, strengthened resilience, and facilitating
healthy behaviors.

The five stages of grief outlined by Kibler-Ross provide a framework for understanding the
common emotional reactions individuals may experience when confronted with significant loss. The first
stage, denial, serves as a protective mechanism against being overwhelmed by the reality of the situation,
allowing the individual to process the news gradually. Following denial, anger often arises, with the
individual expressing frustration and resentment toward the circumstances or those perceived as
responsible. The third stage, bargaining, involves negotiating or making promises in an attempt to alter or
undo the outcome of the loss. As the weight of the loss settles in, the individual may enter a period of
depression, experiencing profound sadness, loneliness, and a sense of emptiness. Ultimately, the final
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stage of acceptance does not signify happiness or approval of the loss itself, but rather a reduced emotional
strain and a willingness to integrate the reality into one's life.

It is crucial to recognize that this model does not represent a linear, universal progression. Instead,
individuals may move through the stages in a non-linear and highly personalized manner, with some stages
being skipped or revisited. The emotions experienced during grief can be intense and dynamic,
encompassing denial, anger, bargaining, and deep sadness. Furthermore, while the model originated in the
context of death, its principles can be applied to various forms of significant loss, such as the ending of a
relationship or the loss of a job. To avoid oversimplification, it is essential to approach the model with
nuance, acknowledging the complexities and individuality of each person's grief journey. An example
illustrating the stages can be seen in John's experience following his grandmother's passing. Initially, John
experienced denial, unable to fully accept the reality of her death. As the truth set in, anger emerged over
the perceived unfairness and self-blame for not spending more time with her. Seeking solace, John
engaged in bargaining, vowing to live an admirable life in an attempt to honour his grandmother's memory.
Depression followed, leading John to withdraw and feel engulfed by sadness and loneliness. Gradually,
acceptance allowed John to cherish the memories he shared with his grandmother without being
overwhelmed by the pain of her absence. In essence, social support theory highlights how nurturing
connections mitigates life stressors. The stages of grief validate the complex emotions surrounding loss.
Together, they shed light on processes that are universal yet profoundly personal.

Previous studies have delved into the intricate realms of grief and bereavement, illuminating the
complexities of this profound human experience. In a global context, researchers have explored the
application of grief counseling models for parents grappling with the loss of their only child in a South
Asian setting. This study examined the impact of social support on the recovery of bereaved Chinese
couples, known as "Shidu parents.” Interestingly, the findings revealed a duality in the role of social
support. While positive support from close family and friends mitigated grief and fostered personal
growth, negative interactions exacerbated the parents' suffering. The study highlighted the influence of
coping strategies, emphasizing that effective processing of loss, facilitated by positive social support,
played a pivotal role in recovery. Shifting the focus to a meta-narrative perspective, Kim's dissertation
explored the best practices in grief counseling at university counseling centers. Through interviews with
experienced clinicians, the study uncovered the profound influence of personal and professional
encounters with loss on the development of counselors' expertise. Additionally, it identified challenges
such as limited resources and staffing while proposing crucial areas for best practices, including self-
awareness, dispelling myths, self-care, emotional tolerance, ongoing education, multicultural competency,
thorough assessment, and comprehensive support. Bhuiyan's qualitative study, "The Bloody Easter
Sunday Terrorist Attack in Sri Lanka: What Went Wrong," provided an in-depth analysis of the
antecedents and consequences of the attacks. The study highlighted intelligence failures, political
polarization, and existing ethnic divisions as contributing factors, while exploring the attacks' economic
and security implications. Bhuiyan's meticulous analysis not only served as a valuable source of evidence
but also offered a springboard for further exploration and comparative analysis, encouraging researchers
to broaden their contextual lens. Pfefferbaum et al.'s meta-analysis examined the effectiveness of
interventions in alleviating post-traumatic stress (PTS) in youth exposed to mass trauma. Their findings
revealed a statistically significant and medium-sized positive effect of interventions on reducing PTS
symptoms across diverse settings, with improved overall functioning among participating youth. This
study strengthened the evidence base for intervention effectiveness while emphasizing the importance of
tailoring interventions to specific contexts. Waller et al.'s systematic review delved into the effectiveness
of grief counseling interventions. While acknowledging the promising nature of grief counseling, the
review highlighted the need for further research employing robust methodologies. It proposed areas for
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future investigation, including descriptive research, sample homogeneity, risk factor identification, and
exploration of extraneous factors influencing intervention outcomes.

Locally, Chandradasa et al.'s study focused on the early phase child and adolescent psychiatry
response after the Easter Sunday attack in Sri Lanka. Faced with a critical shortage of mental health
professionals, a collaborative approach involving health, education, and voluntary organizations was
implemented. This response involved training non-specialists, adapting psychotherapies, and launching
psychoeducation campaigns to provide psychological support to affected children and adolescents, despite
resource constraints. Juliet's qualitative study explored the unique experience of bereavement-related grief
among British Sri Lankan Tamils, an ethnic minority group in Britain. Through semi-structured interviews
and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), the study revealed the complex interplay of cultural
heritage and adaptation to a new environment in shaping grief experiences. Participants navigated the
solace of traditional rituals while facing challenges in reconciling them with British societal norms,
highlighting the need for culturally sensitive bereavement support. These studies shed light on the efficacy
of grief interventions and the unique circumstances faced by survivors, offering crucial insights into
personal struggles and societal dilemmas. While existing research tends to focus on developing grief
counseling interventions, public interest seems centered on the accessibility and effectiveness of available
services for those affected by the Easter Sunday Attack. This study aims to bridge this gap by providing a
comprehensive investigation into the lived experiences of the victims, ensuring that their grief is
acknowledged and addressed.

3. Research Methodology

This study employed a qualitative approach based on a constructivist epistemology to examine a grief counseling
intervention for victims of the 2019 Easter Sunday attack in Sri Lanka. The study area focused on the urban area
around St. Sebastian's Church in Katuwapitiya, Negombo, which was severely impacted by the attack. Purposive
sampling was used to select 8 victims between ages 18-60 directly affected by the attack, along with 3 key
informants including a priest, counselor, and government official. Data was collected through case studies, in-depth
interviews, and observations from January 27-31, 2024. The primary data analysis was guided by social support
theory and the model of five stages of grief. A reflexive thematic analysis identified key themes related to lack of
government support, the role of community/religious organizations, emotional impacts, family support,
accessibility challenges, survivor's guilt, and disruptions to education/work, long-term health consequences, and
generational trauma. Ethical considerations included obtaining informed consent, ensuring voluntary participation
without coercion, and providing clear information to participants. Stakeholders involved the Office for Reparations,
Office for National Unity and Reconciliation, and St. Sebastian's Church.

4. Major Findings and Analysis

65% of participants reported sustained engagement and positive reactions, supporting the effectiveness of
drama therapy for trauma survivors. It provided a safe space for emotional expression and processing
through creative means like storytelling and role-playing, potentially leading to healing and personal
growth. 100% of victims turned to this church program for solace and assistance, as it served as the sole
source of hope. It offered vital spiritual guidance, practical aid, informal counseling, and even housing
support in the absence of formal mental health interventions, which were non-existent for the victims.
Organizations like Setsarana and affected churches filled the void left by official channels, with every
victim relying solely on these support groups. Key informants confirmed the lack of coordinated
government efforts for accessible mental health support and rehabilitation programs, deepening victims'
mistrust (70% expressed skepticism). All victims reported profound psychological effects like PTSD,
hopelessness, and loss of faith. Over 75% sustained physical injuries, some losing body parts. Financial
devastation left families unemployed, with one father of three taking his own life due to lacking support,
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highlighting the detrimental effects. Key informants emphasized the need for the government to rebuild
trust, prioritize cultural competence, and promote transparency. Suggestions included consistent
community collaborations, localized mental health task forces partnering with organizations like Setsarana
(70% recommended), considering cultural factors like religion and family dynamics, and proactive
communication about aid allocation. No single method can be universally applied, as each person's coping
mechanisms and adjustment time for grief are unique. Grief counseling, facilitated by qualified
professionals, provides an avenue to openly discuss emotions and receive assistance through individual or

group therapy sessions. The age range of the sample will be illustrated through a comprehensive chart,
based on demographic data.

Chart No: 04.1 Key Demographic Data of the Age Distribution of the Sample

Victim Interviewee Demographics - Trends

100
80
60
40
: B

20-30 years 30-40 years 40-50 years Owver 50 years

Count (faft)/ Female Parcentage (right)

Age Group

(Source: Live Gap Charts)

4.1 Unfamiliarity on Grief Counseling

The research findings reveal a concerning lack of awareness and accessibility to formal grief counseling
services, with 100% of victims being unfamiliar with such support systems. Notably, 75% of the affected
individuals exclusively sought solace from Setsarana, a church-run grief support program, highlighting
the significant role of spiritual leaders in providing emotional assistance. While this faith-based approach
offers familiarity and community, it poses obstacles due to the lack of proper mental health training among
religious figures. Relying solely on spiritual rituals fails to provide long-term coping mechanisms, leaving
individuals vulnerable to lasting psychological effects. Although comforting, the constraints of faith-based
systems underscore the crucial need for accessible professional counseling options to prevent detrimental
mental health consequences.

Chart No: 04.2 Reliance of Support among Victims
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(Source: Live Gap Charts)

According to key informants, despite the existence of planned governmental interventions, victims
have rejected them and instead placed the blame on the government for their unresolved grief. In response
to this, a professional therapist bridged the gap by implementing a drama therapeutic program, resulting
in significant engagement from 65% of participants. These findings reveal that personalized therapeutic
interventions can effectively assist a majority of individuals in coping with grief. However, it is worth
noting that 35% of participants did not fully engage, indicating that individual responses may vary.

Chart No: 04.3 Drama Therapy Engagement

Drama Therapy Program Engagement

@ Positive Engagement @ Mo Engagement

(Source: Live Gap Charts)

4.2 Alternative Coping Mechanisms

The case studies revealed all victims heavily relied on personal networks and religious institutions like
churches for grief support after the attacks, despite lack of formal trauma counseling training. Every victim
turned to these familiar sources as their main solace, with 75% seeking comfort through the church-run
Set Sarana program, highlighting preference for trusted community figures over external counseling.
While providing familiarity and immediate relief through shared rituals, these strategies have limitations
in effectively coping with trauma and long-term healing without professional guidance. Sole dependence
on untrained community figures risks potential re-traumatization. These findings underscore the need for
establishing formal grief counseling channels to mitigate lasting mental health effects within this
vulnerable community.

4.3 Cultural norms and stigma

The cultural norms and stigmas surrounding grief can prove to be major obstacles for victims seeking
counseling, as seen in the case studies. Deeply ingrained community beliefs and misinformation about
seeking mental health assistance create an atmosphere of silence and disgrace. This can prevent
individuals from seeking out the necessary support, ultimately hindering their ability to recover and
progress.

"Explaining the depth of grief and mental health struggles to those who haven't experienced such a loss feels
impossible."

Narrator_V6
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4.4 Types of losses

The chart depicts the harrowing experiences of four individuals - V1, V3, V6, and V8 - who suffered
immense losses, including the deaths of loved ones, physical trauma, and health complications. V1 lost
her children and in-laws, V3 lost his wife, children, parents, and endured injuries and kidney failure, V6
lost her infant daughter, first husband, and elder daughters, while V8 lost her sister, family members, and
experienced physical trauma. These accounts demonstrate the profound impact of such losses on
individuals from diverse backgrounds and relationships, with some experiencing psychological harm
beyond tangible losses. The narrators exhibit a range of grief symptoms in the wake of their devastating
experiences.

Table No: 04.1 Nature of Losses and Grief

Victims Loss of Loved Ones Other Losses

V1 (Female 60) Children, daughter-in-law, son Not Applicable

V3 (Male 43) Family (wife, children, parents) Health (physical injuries,
kidney failure)

V6 (Female 38) Infant daughter, first husband, elder daughters  Not Applicable

V8 (Female 21) Family members (sister, relatives) Phys;ical injuries (trauma,
pain

(Source: Prepared by the Researcher)

The narratives of Narrator_V2 (34), Narrator_V3 (43), and Narrator_V4 (37) reveal profound depression
stemming from the devastating loss of their wives. Narrator_V2 grapples with guilt, remorse, and feelings
of worthlessness, suggesting anger but lack of acceptance. Narrator V3 expresses hopelessness and
deteriorating mental health due to lack of support, indicating unresolved anger. Narrator_V4 remains
consumed by painful memories and struggles daily to accept his new reality. Across all three, depressive
symptoms dominate, signifying an inability to fully grieve and heal emotionally. Their stories offer insight
into the inner turmoil of loss, including anger, worthlessness, and trauma, highlighting the importance of
understanding unique coping strategies.

The infographic highlights how eight individuals coped with loss or trauma, with religion (5 victims),
family support (5 victims), and reflection (4 victims) being the most commonly cited mechanisms.
Community support (3 victims) and other strategies like expressing grief, sharing experiences, seeking
professional help, reminiscing, building resilience, adapting, finding gratitude, creating a new life, fighting
for justice, and acknowledging complex emotions were also mentioned. The victims' coping strategies
strongly align with social support theory, emphasizing the importance of social connections in navigating
difficult situations. Turning to religion, family, and community taps into the theory's elements of
emotional support, belonging, and social integration. Even introspective methods often involve seeking
meaning and support within social frameworks or beliefs. The analysis underscores how strategies like
expressing grief, sharing stories, and seeking professional help center around engaging with others for
understanding and support. Ultimately, the analysis highlights the significance of supportive relationships
in successfully managing challenging situations.
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Chart No: 04.4 Coping Strategies Followed by the Victims

Coping Mechanisms of Interviewees
V1(60 F) V2 (34 M) V3 (43 M) V4 (37 M)
Expressing grief 4 Gratitude 1 Sharing story 1 Emotional support advocacy
New life §
Community support Family support - Family support 1 Family strength -
Work -
Religion -~ Reflection - Religion - Memories -
V5 (30 F) Vé (38 F) V7 (51F) V8 (21F)
Possible professional help Cherishing memories - Justice advocacy 1 Adaptation
Community support Resilience -
Complex emotions awareness Family support -
Faith 1 Emotional support |:
Reflection - Resilience —— Religion - Religion -

(Source: Live Gap Charts)

The victims' documented experiences exposed significant shortcomings in the availability of professional
psychological support and counseling services following the devastating attacks. Shockingly, not one
person among the hundreds affected received proper trauma-informed care from healthcare organizations
or government entities. Instead, every single victim who was interviewed sought solace and aid from St.
Sebastian Church's Set Sarana program. This program served as their primary means of support during
the overwhelming burden of grief, trauma, and loss of faith they experienced. Set Sarana stepped in to
fulfil the void created by the absence of cohesive rehabilitation initiatives and official counseling avenues.
The program serves as a beacon of hope for the victims, yet it highlights troubling systemic barriers that
have restricted access to professional therapy.

Established organizations failed to provide counseling and rehabilitation programs after the tragedy,
leaving religious support groups like Set Sarana to address immediate psychological needs and long-term
healing. Government financial support did not rebuild trust or facilitate access to mental health services.

“Unfortunately, no one has stepped forward to offer solutions for the mental struggles I've been enduring. My
physical health has also deteriorated significantly. My family, a source of support, is no longer with me; even
my wife left, taking our children. | wonder if having access to the right counseling services could have prevented
such a heart-breaking outcome. Currently, the only solace I find is in attending church, where | can express my
sorrow."

Narrator_V3

These accounts highlight the importance of cultural awareness and community partnerships in improving
the experience for those impacted. Despite limited research on standardized interventions for this
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population, Set Sarana, which provides religiously-infused counseling and spiritual guidance, proved to
be the sole sustainable source of hope and healing for interviewed victims struggling with grief, trauma,
and loss of faith. However, its bandwidth was limited in fully compensating for robust clinical therapy
and tailored mental health treatment. The lack of accessible counseling undermined coping capacities,
leading to devastating consequences like one father's suicide after facing layered crises. While Set Sarana
offered some therapy, timely access to expert clinical interventions could have greatly improved mental
well-being. Affected communities needed access to specialized support for complex grief. Coordinated
efforts to increase counseling availability would effectively promote resilience and aid recovery.

"The lack of immediate and focused support for those affected remains a pressing issue, implementing a
structured counseling program that promotes trust and draws from past experiences, Sri Lanka can begin to
heal and provide the necessary support for victims."

Interviewee KI2

The lack of accessible professional grief counseling greatly hindered the progress of those affected by the
tragedy. Relying solely on informal support from churches meant that many survivors were left struggling
with symptoms of PTSD, enduring deep pain and hopelessness, and experiencing crises of faith long after
the incident. The multitude of losses experienced — of loved ones, livelihoods, health, and stability — could
not be adequately healed through makeshift counseling methods alone. Those affected expressed a strong
desire for legitimate modalities to help them cope with the profound psychological wounds inflicted by
the senseless violence. Unfortunately, without sufficient financial resources for comprehensive healing,
their spiritual and emotional needs were left unaddressed.

A father's tragic suicide underscores the detrimental effects of lacking trauma-informed care for survivors
to process experiences and find purpose amidst difficulties. Insufficient early intervention caused grief to
become a complicated, hindering force, impeding recovery. The aftermath reminds how vulnerable
individuals were denied crucial support when desperately needing compassion. Bombing victims faced
immense physical and emotional suffering, exacerbated by lack of professional support. Over 75% had

“It’s only been two months since we said goodbye to their father, my son. He couldn't bear the weight of his pain
any longer."

Narrator_V3

serious injuries and disabilities requiring treatment and counseling, yet rehabilitation channels were almost
non-existent post-attacks. Already traumatized survivors grappled with psychological wounds and
devastating loss, while those providing emergency spiritual guidance were ill-equipped for PTSD, intense
mourning, and deep wounds hindering resilience.

Placing the burden solely on victims disregarded their well-being when most vulnerable, demonstrating
lack of value in addressing complex trauma beyond temporary financial aid. Consequently, many still
struggle with severe trauma years later, as emotional injuries went untreated by evidence-based methods
critically needed for healing from unimaginable cruelty's lasting scars. The bombings deeply emphasized
the vital role of family support during times of grief and recovery, particularly when professional
counseling was not accessible. In interviews, it was evident that families banded together to cope with the
trauma, finding solace in spiritual connections and finding meaning in the midst of the violence.
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Through the face of profound loss, parents and siblings came together to support one another and address
both practical and emotional needs. According to informants, family was the first and most crucial line of
defence when traditional systems failed to provide adequate care for those dealing with the aftermath of
tragedy. Despite their efforts, families could only offer limited resources compared to the structured
trauma and bereavement interventions provided by professionals. However, these intricate family

"The void left by the absence of governmental support has cast a long shadow over the lives of those affected by
the Easter attacks."”

Narrator_V4

networks still played a vital role in the healing process by creating safe and empathetic spaces. This
included actively listening, acknowledging and validating grief, promoting effective coping mechanisms,
and honouring cherished memories of lost loved ones. Unfortunately, in cases where the cumulative
impact of stress causes strain within family bonds, even these strong support systems can falter, leaving
members without the necessary care from wider networks.

In order to effectively support individuals and communities affected by tragedy, we must have robust
societal systems in place that provide necessary guidance and counseling. Although these individuals have
faced unimaginable horrors, they have shown remarkable resilience by utilizing introspection to facilitate
post-traumatic growth and finding new meaning amidst the wreckage. Through our interviews, it became
clear that creating safe spaces for reflection and expression of grief is crucial, especially in the absence of
formal counseling resources. By sharing their pain with others who have also experienced trauma, these

"Despite the absence of formal counseling, survivors found solace in communal spaces where they could share
their pain."

"Families emerged as the unsung heroes in the aftermath, providing indispensable support amidst the chaos."

Interviewee KI1

individuals gained a better understanding of their struggles and found solace in the collective strength and
resilience of their community.

The survivors found comfort in reflecting on their difficult journeys, from instability to a renewed
sense of spiritual commitment, purpose, and self-identity. These positive changes were encouraged by the
support group, Set Sarana, whose members offered empathy and understanding. Additionally, people
talked about the importance of sharing their stories to raise awareness and promote the development of
necessary structures for future survivors. Without professional help, victims relied on informal social and
communal support to cope with their immense loss. The findings strongly emphasize the inadequacy of
formal support systems and mental health interventions provided to victims after the Easter Sunday
attacks. Despite the profound trauma experienced, not a single victim received professional grief
counseling or psychological assistance from healthcare facilities or government institutions. Instead, they
solely relied on informal support from religious organizations like the church-run set Sarana program.
While the set Sarana program provided crucial spiritual guidance, practical aid, and informal counseling,
it lacked the clinical expertise to effectively address the long-term psychological impacts of trauma and
grief. Moreover, the findings reveal a deep-rooted mistrust towards the government, with 70% of key
informants expressing skepticism due to perceived neglect and ineffective responses.

pg. 24



KJMR VOL.02 NO. 01 (2025) GRIEF COUNSELING INTERVENTION...

Examining the narratives through the lens of social support theory highlights the importance of a
multi-level support system for effective coping and recovery. While the church community provided
crucial emotional aid, informal therapy, and spiritual guidance, addressing deep psychological trauma
requires larger structural support from family, community, and government programs. The lack of such
comprehensive support networks is evident in the tragic case of a father who ultimately took his own life
due to the accumulation of unresolved grief, PTSD, and ongoing struggles. Furthermore, the study reveals
the potential positive and negative implications of establishing a separate cemetery for attack victims.
While it may offer a space for collective mourning and healing, there is a risk of perpetuating societal
divisions, marginalization, and re-traumatization if not approached with sensitivity and inclusivity.

Fig: No: 04.1 Cemetery Area of the Victims

(Source: Captured by the Researcher)

Raising awareness of academic research, such as Fernando et al. (2016) and Hayner (2010),
highlights the powerful impact of early psychosocial interventions in mitigating long-term trauma effects
and promoting trust and collective healing in post-conflict settings. Neglecting to address grievances can
lead to a surge in mental health problems, a breakdown of trust within communities, and perpetuated
discrimination against victims. The findings also shed light on the intergenerational impact of trauma,
underscoring the importance of comprehensive counseling and community dialogue to disrupt cycles of
grief passed down to future generations. Without addressing deep-rooted trauma, shared memories and
values may be tainted by the lingering effects of unresolved pain. When comparing the aftermath of the
Easter bombings to post-war situations, a stark contrast emerges. In contexts like Northern Ireland and
Rwanda, efforts were made to establish truth and reconciliation mechanisms and psychosocial
interventions to aid reconciliation and growth. However, in Sri Lanka, the state's reaction seemed to ignore
the victims' mental and spiritual well-being, lacking cultural competence and responsibility for the nation's
healing processes. Powerful themes of survivor's guilt and ongoing physical and psychological suffering
emerged from victim testimonies. These accounts expose systemic deficiencies in providing accessible
mental health assistance and highlight the heavy reliance on informal community mechanisms for coping.
Moving forward, the government must acknowledge its strained relationship with victims and prioritize
victim-focused, culturally sensitive dissemination of counseling resources. Partnerships with frontline
community organizations like Setsarana will be crucial in filling the gaps left by government
shortcomings. Ultimately, encouraging the healing process will require clinical interventions that
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reconnect marginalized individuals with formal support structures. By acknowledging the experiences
shared by victims, institutions can cultivate nurturing spaces where collective trauma can be effectively
processed across generations.

5. Conclusion

The Easter Sunday bombings in Sri Lanka caused immense suffering and trauma. This research examined
the efficacy of a grief counseling program for those affected. Through a phenomenological approach,
utilizing case studies, interviews, and observations, it gathered insights emphasizing personal experiences.
Thematic analysis and theories on social support and grief stages highlighted the crucial role of St.
Sebastian Church's Setsarana program in providing support, spiritual guidance, and practical aid, filling a
gap due to lack of formal mental health interventions. Alarmingly, none of the victims received
psychological counseling or therapy, exposing flaws in the government's response. The study documented
severe psychological, financial, and physical trauma endured by 75% of victims, with all reporting intense
PTSD symptoms, despair, and loss of faith, underscoring the urgent need for accessible professional
psychological resources and counseling services for those affected by mass tragedies. Recommendations
included raising awareness through educational outreach, equipping counselors with trauma-informed
training, supporting alternative coping mechanisms, empowering communities through participatory
research, bridging gaps with traditional healers, expanding reach through government subsidies and
telehealth, recognizing diversity and tailoring interventions, unveiling long-term impacts through
longitudinal studies, prioritizing ethical considerations, and destigmatizing support through public
education campaigns. Implementing these recommendations can pave the way for a more resilient and
compassionate Sri Lankan society prioritizing well-being and healing, even amidst unimaginable tragedy.
By addressing availability, accessibility, and effectiveness of grief counseling and support services, the
nation can foster a culture of care and support for those grappling with grief and trauma.
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