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At least two sources of grief in 
the workplace

At least two barriers to 
responding well to grief

How to respond more 
compassionately and 
responsively to grief

Objectives

Name

01

Identify 

02

Explain

03



xBreathe



Grief
Characterizes our modern era

x



Grief

Is the experience of anguish in response to significant loss.

Such anguish can take many forms—and some of them are not easily recognizable as 
grief.

Grief is a normal response to loss, and everyone’s grief process looks different.



Grief Is Not Restricted to Loss through Death

Loss of a 
job, 

resources

Loss of a 
relationship

Loss of 
something 

expected, like 
a promotion

Vicarious Loss
-Racial Violence and 

Injustice

-Anti-LGBTQ, 
Gender Violence 

and Injustice

Loss of health, 
abilities

Anticipatory 
Grief



Although there is plenty of loss

COVID, Long COVID Injuries/Accidents
Severe 

Weather/Climate

Opioid/Addiction 
Crises, Mental Health

Gun Violence

and don’t underestimate pet loss



In the helping 
professions….

…we are at greater risk of 
experiencing grief because of 

our work

and loss can (and does) accumulate



It Adds Up

Amidst all of these painful realities, it may seem 
like we have grown numb to loss……

…..but we’re not automatons. It will eventually 
catch up with us.

The statistics alone would suggest that many 
of us are dealing with unresolved grief. 





Grief Already 
Exists in Our 
Workplaces

Are we honoring it?



Grief in the Workplace

Manns and Little (2011): Employees who recently experienced the ending of a romantic 
relationship had difficulties with executive function (e.g., focus), loss of interest and energy, 
and decreased work performance—and felt as though they did not receive needed 
compassion and assistance from colleagues, supervisors, or organizational policies 

-Those who were married seemed to receive more support than those who were not 
married 

These participants are not alone: Hidden and/or unaddressed grief is estimated to cost U.S. 
companies $75 billion per year



Grief in the Workplace
Much grief in the workplace remains unaddressed 
because, first and foremost,  culturally, we’re pretty 
terrible at dealing with grief

o Most Western cultures are high in “death-denial”

o Greater death denial is associated with higher 
death/loss anxiety 

o We become further avoidant of things that make 
us anxious

o This also decreases our exposure to opportunities 
to work through the anxiety, and increases our 
sense of “awkwardness”



Grief in the Workplace
Further,

o Many managers/supervisors/leaders are 
not well-trained in dealing with grief

o Organizational culture (and U.S. employment 
culture generally) is production-centered

o Personnel policies can be rigid and limiting
o Amount of paid time off
o Qualifying events
o Proof required

x



Grief in the Workplace

Shellenbarger (1999): Understanding of grief is a 
weak spot for many organizations, and “workplace 
attitudes are stuck in the Industrial Age.”

The pervasiveness, and even internalization, of this 
production culture sometimes means that even if 
we can and want to help, we may not easily realize 
help is needed. 

Suppressed or stifled grief occurs when an individual 
intentionally or unintentionally hides their grief—
often an unspoken expectation in the workplace.



Grief in the Workplace
Disenfranchised grief occurs when others in a griever’s 
social system (e.g., colleagues, supervisor, friends, family) 
do not recognize the loss, its importance, its impact, or 
otherwise invalidate the griever’s experience.

This is especially tough, as social support is absolutely 
necessary for grief recovery and healing. 

It can lead employees to stifle their grief.

x



Even aside from 
work demands, 
our expectations 
of grief can be 
invalidating



o Relationship judgments 

o Not showing the “appropriate” emotions

o Not adhering to the “appropriate” timeline

o Taboo causes of death 

o Losses other than death 

Other Causes of Disenfranchised Grief



Grief is common, our culture avoids and 
minimizes it, and it can be difficult to 

recognize even when expressed



“Stages” of Grief

Denial

Anger

Depression

Bargaining

Acceptance



Signs of Grief

Fatigue/Exhaustion

Difficulty 
Concentrating

Negative Emotions

Interpersonal 
Withdrawal

PTSD Symptoms

Substance Abuse

01 04

02 05

03 06
Anger, guilt, sadness, apathy, 
numbness

And other physical symptoms 
(e.g., headache; nausea)

And other executive function 
symptoms (e.g., memory)



A Moment of Peace



Grief is disruptive to our ability to work 
even (especially) when forced—and can 

quickly escalate to burnout



o In fact, the results of unaddressed grief and 
burnout are pretty similar:

o Similar symptoms
o Executive function difficulties
o Cynicism
o Irritability/Anger
o Reduced sense of work efficacy
o Emotional exhaustion

o Negative effects on organizations
o Increased turnover
o Reduced organizational commitment
o Greater absenteeism
o Negative attitudes

Grief and Burnout



It is in the best interest of our 
clients/patients, colleagues, and 

organizations that we appropriately attend 
to grief.



What can we 
do differently?



Simple is Most 
Important: Talk About 

It
This is the #1 thing we struggle 
with culturally when it comes to 

death, loss, and grief.



o Research has found that, when asked, grievers 
most often say they wish colleagues and 
supervisors had acknowledged their grief

o Given that so many people do not feel 
comfortable or competent at discussing grief, 
training and education can be really important 

o Not unlike this presentation ☺
o Can be helpful to provide training periodically to entire 

organization

Discussing and Acknowledging Grief



o Acknowledging can feel awkward – that’s okay! 
It’s still better than not acknowledging.

o Even when you are experienced with grief, it is 
very common to not know what to say—
because the “right” response does not exist.

o As long as we are trying to acknowledge and 
connect rather than minimize and judge, we’re on 
the right track.

Discussing and Acknowledging Grief



So many issues stem from judgment: How grief 
should look, what qualifies for acknowledged grief, 
the appropriate length of time for grief  

The experience of grief is agnostic to these 
judgments; it does not yield to others’ expectations.

The best thing we can do is be open to and honor 
the reality of others’ grief.

x

Nonjudgmental Stance toward Grief



o Cultural norms, shame, fear, and more can lead those 
grieving to stifle their own grief, avoid asking for help, 
and even reject help when it is offered

o Establish good communication

o Offer support and assistance early and often
o While recognizing that grief is rarely linear

o Normalize accommodating grief

o Encourage flexibility 

Proactively Offer Support



Advocacyo One of the best ways to be proactive is through 
organizational policy
o Lessons from the burnout literature

o Individual decision-makers need the flexibility to be 
more compassionate when possible, but baseline 
compassion should not be contingent upon being 
“lucky” enough to have an understanding supervisor

o Compassionate grief policies show that an 
organization and its leaders take grief, and 
employee wellbeing, seriously 
o They can also help to normalize grief

o Compassionate policies should outline minimums 
and be flexible

o Offering of Employee Assistance Programs can be 
helpful 



o Fears about ”abuse” of compassionate policies are 
overwhelmingly unfounded—when employees feel 
cared for, they often feel greater commitment to 
the organization.

o Repeated over-reliance on such policies and 
support is certainly something that can be 
monitored on an individual level but should never 
undermine a more compassionate approach at the 
organizational level 

Advocacy



o It is difficult to help our colleagues and our 
organizations when we are not well ourselves

o How much grief – in general, and especially from the last 
few years – have you been holding in?

o In what ways might you have internalized 
o The “production over humanity” expectations? 
o Limiting what “qualifies” for acceptable grief?
o Expecting grief to have an expiration date?

As Always, Heal Thyself



o This presentation has largely focused on individual 
grieving; however, sometimes events can result in 
grief on a larger scale
o Loss of a colleague or shared client/patient
o Disaster
o Contagious illness
o Layoffs

o Can result in a type of survivor’s guilt
o Major changes to the organization

o Even more imperative in such situations for MUCH 
space and flexibility to be offered 

A Note About Organizational Grief



o We have to take care of ourselves and each other

o We cannot keep everything bottled inside

o We have to allow ourselves and others to process 
and heal 

o Collective action can offer a sense of purpose and 
belonging, which are ultimately helpful to healing 
from grief 

A Note About Collective Grief



One more collective breath
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