DISTANCED NOT DIVIDED
Grief in the Workplace During COVID-19

Grief is real, in pandemic times and not.
Nearing the one year mark of this momentous change, and as
we grapple with emotional health, we’re faced with the reality
that 21,000+ Canadians have lost their lives to COVID-19.
Today we’re exploring grief and loss at a time when so many
of us are working from home and living remotely without our
usual cadence and connections, without the presence of
humanity around us.
We’ve heard from some of our colleagues that the focus on
COVID deaths somewhat overshadowed the loss of their loved
one. We’ve heard that in the context of being on video (i.e.
Zoom and MS Teams), that work peers may not notice the
sadness that is felt from loss.
We collected a few takeaways as a brief reminder of how
employers can help deal with a bereaved team member, in
COVID days and at any time.

HOW GRIEF HAS TRANSFORMED DURING COVID-19
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Feelings of Guilt
The guilt we’ve heard is about the absence of time spent with a loved
one prior to their passing, as a result of COVID lockdowns.

Lack of Closure

Our team member’s experience
with loss during COVID:
My dad couldn’t attend my son’s birthday
because of COVID; instead of seeing my
father every week, I barely saw him during the
pandemic to protect him. Then he passed
away suddenly of a heart attack in December.
I’m carrying guilt over that. I wonder what I
could have done even though I couldn’t really
do anything. Now I’m back at work. I’m on a
screen. To everyone else, I’m the same
person. On the screen the emotions I’m
feeling aren’t evident, and there’s a piece of
me that’s missing. In person, the emotion
would be there, my colleagues could feel my
feelings. Even the funeral was hard because
people wanted to be there. The Cambodian
community wanted to come and be part of
our loss – and we tried but due to COVID
restrictions we had to host a virtual
celebration, and a small in-person one. It was
casual as a result and I often wonder if we
honoured my dad’s Buddhist wishes. I didn’t
know my capacity and my limits … this
stretched me with my small children at home,
working from home, and then adding such a
huge loss.
- Tharie, Controller, Feb 25th, 2021

There’s no opportunity to seek closure at a service or gravesite with
other loved ones present for many.

Loss of Traditions

Whether religious or cultural, we all have rituals and traditions
surrounding death. And during lockdowns and stay-at-home orders,
we’re prohibited from doing these.

Feelings of Isolation

Not having others around for comfort can deeply impact how we
cope with grief. Grief can already feel lonely, and that feeling is
perpetuated when we’re forced to face it alone.

THARIE & HER DAD

ADVICE FOR EMPLOYERS
TALK ABOUT IT. People may be grieving alone. Our team members said they want to be asked about
their loss. Of course, if they decline the conversation – offer support when they are ready.
ENCOURAGE TIME OFF in the form of vacation, and health or bereavement days. Healing takes time;
when possible, make time off easy to access. Be intentional about offering coverage for employee duties.
With permission, LET THE TEAM KNOW ABOUT THE LOSS – and if they can acknowledge their loss
directly with the bereaved teammate. Silence may not give room to progress together and show
understanding.
If the budget allows, SEND A SMALL GIFT (that could be anything – a blanket for comfort, home-baked
cookies, a recipe book, a handwritten card). It’s really the acknowledgement of the loss, and the
demonstration of thought.
If your organization has a BEREAVEMENT POLICY, share it with the employee so they know it’s there. If
possible, allow for paid bereavement days to be taken over time.

ADVICE FOR THE GRIEVING EMPLOYEE
ACCEPT GRIEF. We’re often expected to smile and be positive, and there are times when we can’t do
that. Name your sadness and allow yourself to be yourself.
Only if you choose to, SHARE THE DETAILS REGARDING A VIRTUAL (OR ON-SITE) FUNERAL or
VIRTUAL CELEBRATION OF LIFE. If possible, offer a place for others to offer their condolences.
COMMUNICATE YOUR NEEDS FOR TIME OFF, and what tasks will be moved to who. If possible, MAKE
YOUR PROJECT OR WORK CONTINUITY EASIER by sending details of what’s underway and critical
deadlines.
SAY YES TO OFFERS OF HELP. If someone offers to shovel your laneway or pick-up an item at the
grocery store, say yes. We’re conditioned to say that we’re fine and don’t need help, but little gestures of
kindness go a long way to help you get by.
KNOW THAT LOSS IS DIFFICULT TO DEAL WITH FOR OTHERS. They may be uncomfortable knowing
how to address you. Or it may bring up memories of their own grief, making it difficult to talk about.
BE PREPARED TO NOT HAVE VISITORS. Prior to COVID, you may have had visitors and invites – and
right now, this may not be possible. If possible, make room for virtual connections and calls.

RECOMMENDED PODCASTS
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The Changing Face of Grief, how people are dealing with grief and loss during the pandemic
Griefcast, a series of conversations with Comedian Cariad Lloyd
The Ted Podcast: Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat Pray Love shares her experience with loss
Grief Out Loud, advice for grieving children and teens
Coming Back: Conversations on Life After Loss, stories and ideas from a Grief Guide

WHAT NOT TO SAY
“Did your grandmother pass away from COVID?” or “I’m glad it wasn’t COVID.”
(all loss is important)
“I know how you feel because my great-uncle had something similar…” (avoid comparing the
loss of an immediate close family member with the loss of a pet or distant relative)
“It’s been a couple of months, I thought you’d feel better by now.”
“You must be relieved.”
“Your (relative) is in a better place.”
“Just be positive.”

COMFORTING WORDS
“I’m thinking of you. How are you doing?”
“I realize we’re working virtually, and I may not know how you’re feeling over video – so if
you need to talk when you feel like it, I’m here.”
“I’m sorry for your loss. I know how important (name) was to you.”
“I didn’t know your mom, do you want to talk about her? Can you tell me about her.” (accept
the reply of “not now”)
“Can I send you dinner from your favourite local restaurant?”
“Is there a project on your desk that I can help you with?”
Email “Letting you know that I’m thinking about you and your family. I realize your (loved
one) passed away a month ago, and I imagine that your loss lingers. Just wanted to reach
out and be here if you need me.”

RECOMMENDED BOOKS
I Wasn’t Ready to Say Goodbye: Surviving, Coping and Healing
After the Sudden Death of a Loved One, by Brook Noel
Option B: Facing Adversity, Building Resilience and Finding Joy, by
Sheryl Sandberg and Adam Grant
A Grief Observed, by C.S. Lewis
The Grief Recovery Handbook, by John W. James
Bearing the Unbearable: Love, Loss, and the Heartbreaking Path
of Grief, by Joanne Cacciatore
Tuesdays with Morrie: An old man, a young man and life’s greatest
lesson, by Mitch Albom
Cry, Heart, But Never Break, by Glenn Ringtved

Acknowledging loss, and
sharing tips around the
subject of grief in the
workplace.
altisITR.com

