Illness or death in an employer’s family can affect workplace
performance. Here’s how EA professionals can help.

e Grievin

hen Paul C., a banking execu-
tive, told business associates that
his 16-year old son had

leukemia, he was overwhelmed with sup-
portive responses. After Brandon’s tragic
1991 death two months later, Paul’s corpo-
rate office encouraged him to take a week
off to grieve with his family.

“But when | was coming out of the fog six
months later,” he recalls, “coming off auto-
pilat and hurting, my bosses were aloof and
intolerant.” By the first anniversary of the
death, when Paul’s grief was overpowering,
the corporate response had shifted from
sympathetic to annoyed, and the work
atmosphere seemed threatening. “I felt
betrayed,” Paul remembers.

Since a 1994 study by Managed Health
Network, Inc. revealed that illness or death
in the family are the second most common
problems affecting workplace performance,
many responsible employers are asking
what they can do. For those employers—
and for those who may not understand the
scope of the issue — EA professionals can
provide a broad understanding of grief’s
impact. For the grieving employee, EA pro-
fessionals can offer advocacy and immedi-
ate assistance while identifying resources for
ongoing support.

In meeting the needs of both employees
and managers, EA professionals may find
workplace grief a particular challenge. Like
this story of the banker on the fast-track who
was derailed by grief, tough problems often
surface many months after the precipitating
event. A supervisor can have difficulty con-
necting absenteeism, personal conflict, or a
decline in productivity with a loss that
everyone except the employee has all but
forgotten.
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Grief’s potential costs to the company are
significant. No matter where the grieving
individual is located on the organizational
chart, any business will suffer from the loss of
productive work time, mistakes on the job,
and the disillusionment of other employees
who witness the struggle. Staff turnover
means costly recruitment and training.

By honestly
acknowledging that loss
and grief happen and
must be accommodated,
EA managers can lay
the organizational and
emotional groundwork
for employees and
managers alike.

Compounding the problem are the
mixed messages which can be heard in
many places of business. “We're all family
and we take care of our own here” sounds
fine one week, but months later, the same
supervisor can become anxious and angry
as work is affected. When professionalism
and appropriate boundaries seem at odds
with support and “doing the right thing,” the
EA professional has an important role. In
both real and human terms, planning a
thoughtful response to workplace grief is
good business.

A Proactive Approach to
Workplace Grief

EAPs can create an environment where
the workplace is part of a healing grief
process. By honestly acknowledging that
loss and grief happen and must be accom-
modated, EA managers can lay the organi-
zational and emotional groundwork for
employees and managers alike. Local hos-
pices and the American Hospice Foundation
are available for advice and assistance.
Consider the following approaches:

¢ Always include grief as a workplace issue
when making presentations or printing
materials. By doing so, you acknowledge
that grief is normal and you validate its
impact.

* Make certain that your EA staff can rec-
ognize grief, which may present in an
astonishing number of ways.

o Offer grief training workshops as part of
management orientation and continuing
education.

* Compile a list of community resources
that offer individual or group counseling
by experienced grief professionals.

¢ Have materials available to support
employees, inform concerned coworkers,
and advise managers.

* Confirm that the company has policies on
bereavement leave and staff representa-
tion at memorial observances.

Reacting to Workplace Grief

Awareness of grief's on-the-job impact
will not mitigate it but can enable you to
respond quickly and appropriately. For con-
tinuing support, EA professionals may confi-



dently refer grieving employees to hospices
with free, community-accessible bereave-
ment programs. The Ametican Hospice
Foundation’s widely distributed booklet
Grief at Work offers strategies to successful-
ly navigate grief.

To employees dealing with loss, EAPs
can offer the following suggestions:

e Learn that there is no time limit on griev-
ing and that normal grief is unpredictable.

* Take time to get support from others and
to be alone. Put off important decisions.

* Learn the policies on bereavement leave
and ask for additional leave, if needed.

* Talk to your supervisor if you need a tem-
porary adjustment in work hours, work-
load, or additional support

e Take control of the small things. Identify
the tasks that can be easily accomplished
and give yourself credit for completing
them.

» Understand that others are as inexperi-
enced at offering help as you are at griev-
ing. Don't hesitate to ask if you know
what you need.

Supervisors may find it difficult to bal-
ance the need to get the job done with the
desire to support their workers. According to
the American Hospice Foundation’s sugges-
tions for managers, ¥A professionals can
offer the following advice:

» Clarify your role as a supervisor; you can't
make grief go away and you can’'t make
the employee “snap out of it.” You can
provide an environment where the
process of healing is encouraged

o Make certain that you have organization-
al support from administration and per-
sonal support from the EAP or another
resource Anticipate dealing with grief
reactions for many months.

e Set an example for others in the work-

A Valuabie EAP Resource

What is it like
to grieve?

« Dif sy e sosneasdds forphws cal symptoms

scaws e, appatite £osnges, malaise, or
wht dinvss

it wtacts pormanfireo 4 See ourselves
st oS, Bow we haRe shatisinns

wrieriale rmsions v gieteshock, sad-
PRS5 SRS 67 D20t but we may be
sprapared for 6 G- ‘nanifestations
Ao peery stmetioe Sre D £t of a grief reac-
oo S, anges sviief pesce, despalr, guilt, agl-
Ri0n, 306 & smringfy BOIUTHESS SOTOW may
3 ba oot o gried. Theww e vder, scale, o
S o 30 Prose wrlors

dvides wlipous BB may o2 a source of
coodord oy € 50ue D) grugys in the face of
2522

Briof sy wompt v 1o wiibcraw from life
and pody aders v stay b Besy 0 feel,
Seletramions oy sariffarant s e people who
sxpeivnne tu Pore iR gt way fo greve.
&l s nod 3 wearmex, 23 a revessily A loss
2 B wesring £an Secwres £t of a healthy
o appy e

place. Your caring and your professional-
ism set the workplace standard.

Offer specific help Many grieving people
are too tired or too numb to know what
they need.

Expect to hear the story of the employee’s
Joss over and over again. EAPs can be par-
ticularly valuable in supporting this diffi-
cult supervisory role, or in redirecting the
employee’s need to have someone listen.
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» Acknowledge the strain on coworkers who
shoulder additional workloads while cop-
ing with their own feelings. Let them know
that you are concerned for them, too

* Learn the signals of acute grief reactions
that may warrant professional interven-
tion physical changes, deepening isola-
tion, or any emotion that the employee
feels is consuming or unmanageable.

The American Hospice Foundation’s
Grief at Work booklet details a number of
specific activities that help respond to critical
iliness in the workplace as well as employee
death. EA professionals, with a holistic focus
on the personal and family aspects of work-
ers’ lives, are uniquely positioned to effect a
change in the universal problem of work-
place grief. According to a recent poll by the
Roper Organization, 84 percent of surveyed
workers who had experience with or knowl-
edge of employer-sponsored counseling
believed that it improved their outlook and
job performance.

As a grieving father, Paul C. wishes he
had encountered workplace support on his
journey through grief. He recalls that he
pushed himself to do what he thought he
should, and it occurred to no one to worry
about him. As his professional self-image
slumped and his family relationships deteri-
orated, he wondered if he was going to
make it. Fortunately, his wife began to tell
him of her own support group’s discussions.
He began to see that although the past could
not be changed, something new could be
created.

In his role as a bank executive, Paul C.
has come to believe that the culture and val-
ues of a business are most evident, or absent,
when its people are in need “That’s when
we show our colors,” he says. With a new
understanding of what it means to put peo-
ple first, Paul shares his insights as part of the
American Hospice Foundation’s Grief at
Work speaker’s bureau.

Helen Fitzgerald, nationally known
author and educator on loss and grief,
knows the importance of meeting the chal-
lenge “Grief can paralyze and scar us, or
grief can teach us and help us to grow,” she
says. “Counseling professionals have a
tremendous opportunity to teach that loss is
part of life; we move through grief as part of
living, not instead of living.”

References are available from the author

Naomi Naierman is president and CEO of
the American Hospice Foundation.

See page 44 for information on ordering
Grief at Work: A Guide for Employees and
Managers. &
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