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The Ball in a Box Analogy:

Grief is a deeply personal journey, and many people find it difficult to explain how it
feels. One helpful metaphor is the Ball in a Box analogy, sometimes called the Pain

Button Theory. It illustrates how grief changes over time without ever fully
disappearing.

How the Analogy Works

The Box — Represents your life. Over time, your life may expand and grow.
The Ball - Symbolises grief: the painful emotions and intensity of loss.

The Pain Button — Represents the sudden pangs of grief that can be triggered
by memories, reminders, or unexpected events.

Stages of Grief in the Analogy
1. Early Days

The ballis very large and fills most of the
box.

Any movement makes it bump into the = = ‘1
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and unavoidable.

2. As Time Passes

The ball slowly becomes smaller.
e The box of life feels bigger.

The ball still hits the pain button, but

less often, leaving more space for
other parts of life.

INn the beginning., the ball is
huge. You can't move the box \
without the ball hitting the pain
button. It rattles around on its
own in there and hits the button
over and over. You can’'t
3. Long-Term control it - it just keeps hurting.
Sometimes it seems unrelenting

The ball rarely disappears
completely.

When it hits the pain button, the pain can feel just as sharp as it did at the
beginning.

Triggers—such as anniversaries, places, songs, or even unexpected
reminders—can suddenly make the ball hit the button again.

Over time, the ball gets smaller.

It hits the button less and less but
when it does, it hurts just as much.
It's better because you can
function day by day more easily
But the downside is that the

ball randomly hits that button
when you least expect it
For most people, the ball
Nnever really goes away.
I+t might hit less and less and
you have more time to recover
between hits, unlike when the ball
was still giant
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What This Analogy Teaches Us

o Griefisn't linear - It doesn’t follow a set timetable or fade in a straight line.

e Pain lessens in frequency, not intensity - When it happens, it can sfill be very
strong.

o Life grows around grief — With time, your box expands, creating space for new
experiences, relationships, and joys, while still holding the ball.

o Triggers are normal — Sudden waves of grief, even years later, don’t mean
you're "back to square one.”

A Note of Support
Grief is not about “getting over” a loss but learning how to live with it. Your box will

grow, the ball will shrink, and though the pain button may still be hit from time to
time, there will also be room for healing, love, and hope.
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