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	What is Unique About Grief in the Workplace
by Diane Johnson, MSW, LISW, CEAP  (From The Sand Paper, Winter 2007 edition)

	
	






























Many of us, at some point in our work life, may experience the death of a co-worker. It may come with warning such as news of a terminal illness or it may be a sudden death through an accident, suicide, or heart attack. When it occurs, the experience can be extremely disorienting and our response can catch us off guard. 





One reason for this is that there are some unique elements to experiencing grief in the workplace, and there are elements of grief that we are more accustomed to in our personal life than our work life. For example, acute shock, sadness, and tears can feel very unfamiliar in our work role. Also, as many people know, we may see our coworkers on a much more frequent basis than some of our closest friends. This then means that we are losing someone who we may have seen or spoken with on a routine basis every week and we will have daily reminders of their absence. Another unique aspect is that when we grieve in our personal life, we often try to carve out time and space to have those feelings. At work the challenge is that we have those same feelings but the demands of the work place continue. No matter how valued or loved a colleague may be, the work needs keep occurring in spite of a loss. This particular aspect can create a range of reactions including anger and frustration that there isn’t more of an opportunity to stop the wheels of work and experience the loss of a coworker. At the same time our family isn’t experiencing the same loss and so our support may be occurring more in the workplace.





Also, as we age our grief becomes cumulative so we may be surprised by the intensity of our feelings when a coworker dies. It may be genuine feelings about the loss of the person and it also may be an accumulation of other losses that have occurred that are re-triggered with the death of a coworker. 





One positive development that has evolved in the workplace is the recognition that there can be a high value in creating an opportunity for a work group to come together, learn about the unique aspects of a death at work, and also talk about what they are experiencing. Sand Creek has provided this service for work teams for several years. Part of what is positive about providing a grief group is that employees have the opportunity to support one another directly, the challenges of grieving at work are discussed openly, and expectations of what the future may bring are identified. Examples of what the future may bring include the tension around cleaning out an employee’s work space, decisions about hiring someone new, what to say when someone calls and asks for the employee, etc.





If there is not the opportunity to offer a grief group, a supervisor or manager may still find it useful to call Sand Creek and consult about the employee death and ideas for supporting the team in the immediate and in the future.
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Sand Creek’s Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) are designed to address employees' personal and work-related problems with care and confidentiality. For more information on EAP services, please contact Sand Creek.
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