
t  is  o f ten d i f f icu l t  for  us to  ta lk  about  death,  espec ia l ly  when we lead very  pr i -
vate l ives,  rare ly  in ter ject ing personal  anecdotes dur ing the normal  day- to-day
work rout ine.  However,  the work p lace can be a very  impor tant  set t ing in  which

to share concern about  one’s  wel l -be ing.  I t  is  rare that  we would exper ience the
loss of  a  co l league,  f r iend,  or  fami ly  member  wi thout  fee l ing an impact  on our  job
per formance.

Asking About the Loss

Most  hospice organizat ions recommend that  i t  is  impor tant  to  take the in i t ia t ive
and ta lk  wi th  the bereaved about  what  has happened.  The gr iev ing ind iv idual  wi l l
o f ten keep h is  or  her  thoughts  and fee l ings pr ivate because they don’ t  know who
wi l l  be comfor tab le  in  ta lk ing
about  the loss.  So p lease,  take that  r isk :  ask your  co-worker  how he or  she is
do ing,  and just  l is ten.  You do not  have do to  anyth ing e lse but  l is ten.

The Mechanics of  Listening

Death is  permanent—we can’ t  cure i t ,  change i t ,  or  zap the gr ie f  in to  d isappear-
ing.  L is ten ing is  jus t  that :  You cannot  be act ive ly  l is ten ing i f  you are s imul tane-
ous ly  look ing for  qu ick so lu t ions to  “ f ix ”  the ind iv idual  who is  gr iev ing.  A cruc ia l
component  o f  gr iev ing and heal ing is  the shar ing of  one’s  exper ience of  the per-
son who d ied as wel l  as  the impact  o f  the loss.  Adv is ing and l is ten ing cannot
occur  s imul taneously.

The Stages of  Heal ing (or  Grieving)

1. Denia l

At th is  po in t ,  we may be awakening f rom the denia l .  That  which we had hoped or
prayed would not  take p lace has indeed occurred.

2.  Anger

As the denia l  evaporates,  and the rea l i ty  becomes known,  a  d is t inc t  fee l ing of
anger  is  o f ten exper ienced.  We fee l  cheated:  “Why d id  th is  have to  happen to  h im
or  her  and not  someone e lse?”  “Why now? This  is  the worst  poss ib le  t ime for  th is
to  happen.”  “ I f  on ly  he had taken h is  medic ine l ike he was supposed to ! ”  The
anger  can be t ransmi t ted g lobal ly,  toward any person,  p lace,  or  th ing serv ing as a
target ,  or  i t  can implode in terna l ly.
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3.  Bargain ing

“ I f  on ly  I  had done someth ing d i f ferent ly  th is  wouldn ’ t  have happened.”  There
may be a sense of  gu i l t .  “ I  thought  there would be more t ime;  I  never  sa id  any of
what  I  wanted them to know. . . ”

4 .  Depress ion

The gut -wrenching empt iness that  s ign i f ies  the hopelessness and power lessness
of  fu l ly  understanding that  the loss is  permanent .

5 .  Acceptance

This  is  the f ina l  s tage of  gr iev ing and the f i rs t  s tage of  rea l ly  beginn ing to  heal .
P lease note that  there is  no exact  t imetable or  d iagram to fo l low that  ident i f ies
how people move through
these s tages.  A l though there may be some s imi lar i ty,  there is  much var ia t ion in
the ways that  we each exper ience th is  process.

Moving Forward

Folks wi l l  somet imes become bogged down in  the i r  gr ie f  and unable to  move for -
ward.  Because we may fee l  he lp less in  a t tempt ing to  “ f ix  i t ”  for  them, our
demeanor  can be one of  f rust ra t ion and ind i rect ly  t ransmi t  a  message of  “Hurry
up and get  over  i t—you’ re  on ly  hur t ing yourse l f , ”  or  “You cer ta in ly  are making
me fee l  uncomfor tab le ,  you have to  move on. ”  We must  be pat ient  and accept-
ing.  That  be ing sa id ,  when someone seems to  be s tuck in  a  prot racted per iod of
gr ie f ,  and you are concerned about  h is /her  wel l -be ing,  then i t  cer ta in ly
may be t ime to  suggest  meet ing wi th  a  profess ional .  You may not  be ab le  to
“cure”  the gr ie f ,  but  you may prov ide the necessary ingredient  to  he lp  br idge the
gr ie f  by accompanying the ind iv idual  to  that  in i t ia l  appointment  wi th  a  heal th
care or  re l ig ious profess ional .  

P lease remember that  creat ing heal thy memor ies is  a lso par t  o f  heal ing.  Some
people f ind ta lk ing about  the deceased helps them manage the i r  gr ie f .  Others
keep to  themselves.  Respect  the fact  that  o thers  may cope d i f ferent ly,  fee l ing
the loss more or  less s t rongly  than you.  And last  but  not  least ,  be aware of  your
react ion to  a  deceased coworker ’s  rep lacement .  Your  anger  or  d isappointment  a t
the i r  per formance,  personal i ty,  or  work s ty le  may be less a funct ion of  the ind i -
v idual  than your  gr ie f  about  the person they are rep lac ing.
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Resources and Readings

The Facul ty /Employee Ass is tance Program (FEAP) may have suggest ions on
bereavement  suppor t  group resources.  Severa l  organizat ions in  the communi ty
offer  bereavement  suppor t  serv ices.  Hospice of  the Upper  Val ley works wi th  ind i -
v iduals  and fami l ies  before and af ter  a  death,  and is  exper ienced in  he lp ing wi th
workp lace gr ie f  issues.  Most  hospices ’ bereavement  suppor t  serv ices are avai l -
ab le  to  anyone in  the communi ty  who has suffered a loss.  P lease g ive us a ca l l
a t  646-1165 for  more in format ion.
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The following related publications are available from the
National Hospice and Palliative Care Organization

<www.nhpco.org/>:

A Guide to Grief
Grief in the Workplace: A Guide for Managers

Grief in the Workplace: When a Coworker Suffers a Loss


