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SUPPORTING EMPLOYEES THROUGH BEREAVEMENT 
AND GRIEF DURING COVID-19  
 
We are currently facing tragic loss of life, often under very challenging circumstances. 
We are adapting to a new way of living and are often surrounded by fear, anxiety and 
sickness. Coping with loss during this unprecedented time can be extremely difficult.
 
Grief at any time is difficult and painful and even 
under normal circumstances, the death of a 
colleague can be challenging and represent a 
significant loss. While you will experience all of the 
normal pain of loss and separation COVID-19 may 
present additional challenges to the grieving 
process. The death of a colleague may be related to 
COVID-19 itself or may occur for other reasons 
during the Pandemic. However, the societal changes 
and restrictions on bereavement procedures will 
impact on each of us, our families and our normal 
support networks. 
 
 
 

 
Remember this is a challenging time and that you 
will not have all the answers. 
 
Challenges to Grieving  
• The inability to attend their wake, funeral or 

memorial service in traditional ways 
• Limited physical contact with your family, friends 

and other colleagues who may have otherwise 
provided invaluable support. This may lead to 
further feelings of isolation and loneliness 

• You may be in living in isolation with others who 
cause tension and resentment 

• You have more ‘thinking’ time because of limited 
access to outside hobbies 
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• You may be experiencing intense feelings of 
worry about the current situation in the world. 
This may distract you from fully expressing and 
processing your grief 

• High levels of uncertainty and instability about the 
current situation, making future planning more 
difficult 

• It is common to see, hear or feel the deceased’s 
presence following a traumatic bereavement  

• You are surrounded by reminders about illness 
and death 

 
Response 
Losing a colleague may have a significant impact on 
your work and working environment. In this 
unprecedented time, you may find these 
suggestions helpful: 
 
• Share your feelings: Remember your colleagues 

may be experiencing similar emotions as you. 
Some people find it helpful to share their 
thoughts with others, particularly those going 
through a similar process. This mutual support 
can be done virtually and may bring a sense of 
comradery. 

• Take advantage of support available: check 
support available through EAP also include links 
to websites  

• Allow for changes: Try to accept that your work 
may be affected, and it will take time before a 
‘new normal’ is established. 

• Consider marking their passing: Some people 
find it helpful to mark the passing of a colleague 
with a memorial at work (or at home, if you are 
working from home). For example, placing a 
photo up of the deceased, lighting a candle, 
sending a sympathy card to the family, planting a 
bush or tree.  

• You may wish to share memories or photos 
virtually with other colleagues. 

• Other memorial activities could be planned for 
the future when the current crisis ends. One such 
example may be to hold a remembrance service 
for staff which can be a helpful way to 

commemorate our colleagues who have passed 
away 

 
Understanding Grief and how to support 
employees 
Different members of the team will have different 
levels of relationships with the person deceased and 
will respond to loss in very individual ways. Our 
other colleagues can be supportive in our grief, or at 
times their reactions and own grieving response can 
be challenging to us. 
 
It is important to remember that grief and reactions 
to loss are deeply personal experiences, which are 
influenced by our previous life experiences, by our 
own personality and personal beliefs, and by our 
relationship with the deceased. 
 
It may be particularly challenging if you were close 
to them. You may feel additional anxiety and guilt if 
your final interaction with them was unpleasant in 
any way, or if they died within their workplace.  
It is important to remember that grief is a normal, 
essential response to death. It is our natural way of 
healing.  
 
Nevertheless, grief can be incredibly demanding, 
and you may be surprised at the different ways it can 
affect you, and the impact this may have, particularly 
during this current crisis.  
 
Grief is a unique and very personal process. 
However, some of the common impacts of loss 
include: 
 
Cognitive Impact 
You may find yourself preoccupied with a variety of 
thoughts, including thoughts of the deceased. 
Common reactions include: 
• Disbelief 
• Denial  
• Confusion 
• Thinking it is not fair  
• Difficulties with concentration 
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• Difficulty making decisions 
• Making more mistakes than usual  
• Finding it difficult to get ‘back on track 
 
Shock, numbness or disbelief can be common, 
especially immediately afterwards when people 
often report difficulty accepting or believing what 
has happened. This may be especially true during 
the COVID-19 19 pandemic when you may not have 
the opportunity to see your colleague/friend at the 
time of death or afterwards. You may have been 
working in different areas due to the COVID-19 
working pattern changes and this may increase 
those feelings of disbelief.  
 
The busyness of work and changed work 
environments may allow some of that disbelief to 
continue for longer than usual. This means that the 
reality of the loss may not be experienced until a 
more “normal” living routine returns. Alternatively, if 
you are self-isolating or less busy in your daily 
routines, you may feel more overwhelmed by your 
feelings. 
 
Emotional Impact 
Emotions associated with grief may come in waves 
with some waves feeling more manageable than 
others. Common emotions you may experience 
include: 
• Numbness  
• Sadness 
• Guilt 
• Anger 
• Anxiety 
• Regret  
• Fear 
• Loneliness  
• Emptiness 
Anger, irritability, and the associated questioning of 
“Why did this have to happen?” may be exacerbated 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly if related to 
concerns about staff protection and wellbeing.  
Guilt may be more significant during the COVID-19 
pandemic with increased feelings of “Survivor Guilt”.  

If you have worked closely beside your colleague 
questions like “why them/ not me?” can 
understandably occur but may become increasingly 
intrusive. 
 
Worry or fear might be more significant in relation to 
your own health and that of your other colleagues, 
or for other family members concerning COVID-19 
infection. Your own family may have heightened 
concerns for your wellbeing and this can put 
additional stress on your day. 
 
Physical Impact 
A strong emotional response following loss can have 
a direct and often negative impact on your physical 
health. This may cause increased anxiety when you 
are more vigilant to worries about infection and 
signs of illness generally. 
  
Physical impacts of grief may include: 
• Tiredness and lack of energy 
• Difficulties sleeping 
• Changes in appetite 
• Aches and pains  
• Weight loss or gain  
• Feeling faint 
• A hollow feeling in your stomach 
• Tightness in your chest or throat 
• Oversensitivity to noise 
 
Behavioural Impact 
Loss has a direct impact on our behaviours, even 
more so in the current crisis. Some behavioural 
responses may include: 
• Feeling more tense and irritated 
• Crying 
• Overeating 
• Undereating  
• Preoccupation with or avoiding thinking about it 
• Avoiding contact with others 
• Wanting to be around people more than usual   
• Drinking alcohol or taking prescription drugs  
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What can employers do?  
Employers should look at their bereavement policies 
as these will need to be updated in relation to 
COVID-19. Introduce protocols and guidelines in 
event of COVID-19 related death and support for 
employees. 

Using the principles of dignity, respect and decency, 
Business in the Community recommends that all 
employers should take these actions: 

• Acknowledge: most employees will be impacted 
by a COVID-19 death that is confirmed, suspected 
or COVID-19 related. All employers have a 
responsibility to support those bereaved 

• Respond: understand the process of grief (as 
described above) and where possible adjust 
policies and support for employees through EAP. 
And remember in grief you can only do the best 
you can.  

• Refer: provide access to information for all 
employees’ signpost to relevant support 
organisations and whatever support is available 
internally. 

Looking after yourself following the loss of a 
colleague 
Grief is a natural process that requires time. It can be 
easy to neglect your own needs during the grieving 
process. The feelings above are normal and may 
ebb and flow as your experience of the loss adjusts 
and adapts into your life. 

Below are some tips for looking after yourself while 
grieving in the current crisis: 

• Be kind to yourself: Give yourself permission to 
feel whatever you feel 

• Keep regular contact with others through texts, 
calls, video calls, emails etc 

• Share your feelings: Make use of support from 
the people around you, as you might find it helps 
to talk through how you are feeling 

• Try to eat well, even if you don’t feel like it 
• Get some rest, even if you can’t sleep 

• Try to keep a regular routine of getting up, 
dressed, eating meals at the usual time 

• Try to get fresh air every day if you can- even 
opening a window can help 

• Take some gentle exercise even around the 
house while during chores 

• Do something creative to express your feelings 
(e.g. write, paint, make a scrapbook, or play a 
musical instrument) 

• Accept help if offered 
• Don’t feel guilty if you are struggling 
• Try not to turn to ‘quick fixes’ that may cause 

additional distress 
• Try to avoid increased substance use such as 

alcohol, medications or drugs 
• You may wish to post condolences and support 

messages online 
• You may wish to consider joining a support 

group online 
• Journaling: keeping a personal record or diary 

may be a helpful way to process thoughts and 
experiences 

• Understand triggers to your grief and prepare for 
those triggers (e.g. plan to take a day off work, let 
your friends know that you’ll need extra support) 

• Be patient with yourself. 

Above all, be compassionate towards yourself and 
those around you. Managing loss is hard, and we all 
will make that journey in our own way and in our 
own time. 

For more workplace support, please contact 
stephanie.reid@bitcni.org.uk, or visit 
www.bitcni.org.uk 
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