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Pacific Palisades, California

GriefHaven Offers Hope for the Journey

Palisadian Susan Whitmore, “Erika’s Mom,” Supports Families After the Loss of a Child
By SIERRA SHAFER
Staff Writer

F

rom a tiny corner office at
her home in the Highlands,
Susan Whitmore is busy at
work doing a job no one would
envy. Surrounded by achievement awards and photos of
her daughter Erika, she pours
herself into the lives of grieving parents around the world.
Mailing out packages of support
materials and sending countless
e-mails, Whitmore knows exactly what these parentes need
because she and her husband
Wendell need it too.
After losing their only child
Erika at age 32 to a rare sinus
cancer, Whitmore was struck
with agonizing grief and she
needed to be around others who
understood. Just beginning a
long, exhausting journey, Whitmore said she was disappointed
in the lack of comprehensive,
easy-to-access resources available to her.
“Losing a child is the worst
pain there is, and it was truly
unbearable,” she said. “I needed
to be around people who could
understand that. I was longing
for someone I could just talk to,
someone who had gone down
the path of grief ahead of me.”
In an effort to aid her own
healing, she started The Erika
Whitmore Godwin Foundation and griefHaven website in
the fall of 2002, balancing the
endeavor with her career in law.
The website, which receives
more than 50,000 monthly visits, provides a place where
parents can honor their children and connect with support
groups and resources.
In 2010, she left her career
– and her salary – to focus on
the foundation as a full-time
volunteer and certified grief
specialist. Today, she oversees
grief support for families in 12
countries through a wide range
of resources, including support
groups and counseling at Kehillat Israel.
“I knew I needed something
ongoing and the key to surviving such a loss is knowing you
are never alone,” Whitmore
said. “If those suffering the pain
of losing a child see that other
parents who endured the same
loss have gone on to rebuild
their lives with new meaning,
joy and happiness, it helps them
believe they can too. I needed
to be around people who really
understood.”
An Unwanted Path

While there are many organizations and resources that
help families work through grief
after losing a child, Whitmore

has worked to provide a variety
of support all in one location
– and all provided by professionals who have themselves
experienced the loss of their
own child. The special level of
understanding is what makes
the foundation so unique.
“We really try to emphasize
that grieving the loss of child is
a life-long process. It’s a roller
coaster,” she said. “You’re never going to have your normal
life back, but it doesn’t mean it
won’t be a good life. It will be
a different life, a new life. With
love and hope you can turn their
hearts around again and live
happy and fulfilling lives.”
Whitmore’s efforts have
garnered national recognition
and support from celebrities
like Naomi Watts, who used
Whitmore’s personal journals to
prepare for her award-winning
role in the movie “21 Grams.”
Whitmore gave Watts the journals hoping they would help the
actress play the role in a way
that honored grieving parents.
“We are parents who are
traveling this unwanted path.
None of us want to be here, yet
the reality is that we are here
and we need to find a way to
live and reinvest in life again,”
Whitmore said.
Support for the Journey

Whitmore said years can
pass before parents feel as if
there is hope again and years after that before they are ready to
embrace life and feel its joy. A
great deal of the needed support
comes from friends and other
family members who can come
alongside grieving parents on
the journey. The foundation offers materials for those supporters as well.
“The painful and difficult
journey I began exceeded anything I could have imagined,”
Whitmore said. “But with perseverance and the right support
from friends and other parents
who had lost a child, I make it
through each day.”
One document available
on griefHaven’s website titled,
“What Can I Do? What Can I
Say?” provides critical information about how to support
someone whose child has died,
as well as siblings who lose a
brother or sister.
“Grief is a highly misunderstood experience in society,
with most people either thinking
they understand it and acting
from that perspective or admitting that they don’t, yet not educating themselves,” Whitmore
said. “Platitudes can sometimes
be the worst and most hurtful
thing to families whose children
have died.”

Palisadians Susan and Wendell Whitmore founded the Erika
Whitmore Godwin Foundation, named for their daughter, to support parents grieving the loss of a child. Rich Schmitt/Staff Photographer
Whitmore said it is often
those who think they understand
grief that end up doing and saying things that cause the griever
even more hurt.
“The best advice I can give
to everyone, everywhere is to
take a few minutes and educate
yourself about what grief is and
what you can do about it.”
According to research used
by griefHaven, the right kind
of support for grievers is part
of the positive process for them
and helps them be able to deal
with their grief better; conversely, the same research shows
that the wrong kind of support
makes the journey harder and
adds another layer of stress on
the griever, making the journey
even more painful and difficult.
“It’s sad to me that people
don’t take 10 minutes to read a
little about what to do and what
to say,” Whitmore said. “One
small thing can make a huge
difference in the griever’s heart.
Parents want and need to keep
the memory of their child alive.
Help them.”
Hope for the Future
Looking forward, Whitmore
hopes the foundation will eventually have enough funding to
open a fully operational center
where grieving parents can go
for therapy and support. Her
plans however, rely heavily on a
need for funding.

While there has been extensive research delving into the
devastating impact of losing a
child, Whitmore is hoping for
the chance to see just what is
happening inside the grieving
brain of a parent.
In 2008, she met with Dr.
Mary-Francis O’Connor who
was in the middle of her second fMRI study of the grieving
brain. Using fMRIs, O’Connor
was able to see what areas of the
brain were lighting up on those
who had lost a spouse. Her initial study focused on women
who had lost mothers to breast
cancer.
“I want the third study to be
on parents whose children die,”
Whitmore said. “Losing a child
is so debilitating and life-shattering – it’s a lifetime of dealing

with the loss and this would help
so much.”
Whitmore hopes that an
fMRI brain study, regardless
of the results, would not only
help grieving parents, but also
change the course of grief itself
by comparing the three losses to
each other.
“I am so passionate about
this and know without a doubt
that the third study will help people better understand what goes
on in our brains when a child
dies and what tools can we give
people to help them create new
neural pathways as they rebuild
their lives without their child,”
she said. “We need this data.”
While the data would provide priceless insight, Whitmore
said the study comes with a price
tag of $90,000 – and raising the
funds has not been easy.
“I pray that one or more
people will want to help fund
this very important study,” she
said. “Someone once said about
griefHaven, ‘It is doing for grief
what Kübler-Ross did for death
and dying,’ and that is what I believe this fMRI series of studies
will help us do. This is so important.”
Presently all of the foundation’s funding comes from an
annual gala, private donations
and the sale of Whitmore’s handmade jewelry. Local businesses
including Fancy Feet Dance
Studio and The Yogurt Shoppe
have also made donations.
“It’s amazing to see all of
the lovely people that come
forward to support what we’re
doing,” Whitmore said. “There
is so much more to do and we
need people to help us do it. I
can’t imagine doing anything
else.”
Whitmore said she is committed to remaining the heart
and soul of griefHaven for as
long as she can, but it is clear
that her primary role, first and
foremost, will always be as Erika’s mom.
Visit griefhaven.com. Call
(310) 459-1789 or email hope@
griefHaven.org.

