GRIEF IN THE WORKPLACE
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From my experience as a Bereavement Counselor and Educator, I have learned that people are anxious to go back to work after the death of a loved one.  They are usually looking for something to distract them–and are eager to get back into a routine so they can leave their pain and grief behind.  
In our culture, this is acceptable.  Gone are the days of black armbands and wreathes on doors that signified the death of a loved one.  Sometimes, the grieving person becomes totally involved in work as an escape from friends, relatives, and even relationships with co-workers.  Such avoidance behavior is easy to rationalize for the bereaved, and it may even feel constructive.  
This can be appropriate for a short time; but, over a prolonged period it can take its toll resulting in depression, isolation, and other emotional problems.  It could even result in a “grief attack.” 
A grief attack has been described as a brief period of intense grief occurring when someone or something reminds the bereaved of the absence of their loved one, memories of the death and/or feelings about the loss; the grieving person may feel overwhelmed and break down in uncontrollable tears.    
When a co-worker grieves, one of the greatest supports he or she can receive is to know that someone cares. Those who reach out to the bereaved in their place of business can be assured that understanding, listening, and compassion will eventually help in the process of healing.  Keeping this in mind, here are some practical suggestions for helping grieving employees feel more comfortable when they return to work after the death of their loved one.

Employer: 
• Provide a quiet place to retreat from the commotion of the office or factory where they 
   can be alone for a while when overcome by grief.  
• Those in managerial positions could meet with grieving employees and listen to any 
   concerns about maintaining their previous workloads.
• Allow employees to indicate their ability to assume new tasks, work additional hours or 
   continue to work in critical positions that could put others at risk.
• Encourage employees to display personal pictures or mementos at their work stations 
   which can provide comfort during their time of grieving.
  
Employees: 
• Offer to spend time with the bereaved during coffee breaks or lunch time.
• If appropriate, offer to help them with their workload.
• Invite bereaved co-workers to do things socially, especially if it is an activity that other 
  co-workers are joining in. 
• Be understanding if the employee is not yet ready to be involved..

Employer and Employees: 
• When grieving co-workers return to work, make contact with them; offer your 
   condolences: Saying something as simple as, “I’m sorry for your loss” is appropriate.
• Be sure to give them space when they don’t feel like talking.    
• It is important to listen to them and to avoid using clichés or giving advice.
• Ask bereaved co-workers how you can be of help.  A grieving person may find it 

  difficult to ask for help. 
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