
Sensible and sensitive 
approaches can ease the way 
through the grieving process, 
whether the death is that of a 
relative or colleague, writes 
Gareth Naughton

D
e a l i n g 
with the 
death of 
a loved 
one is ex-
tremely 
difficult 
and with 

most of us spending half our 
waking life at work, employ-
ers have a responsibility to 
play their part in helping the 
bereaved deal with their loss.

According to the Central 
Statistics Office, about 30,000 
people die every year in Ire-
land. It is a fact that nobody 
is going to get through their 
working life without being 
affected by the passing of a 
loved one, or even a colleague.

Despite death’s inevitability, 
nobody really wants to think 
about it and, in many cases, 
Irish employers are failing 
to put adequate policies and 
procedures in place to help 
grieving staff members return 
to the workplace.

 
Awareness
The key to ensuring a smooth 
transition is for managers and 
colleagues to be aware that the 
grieving process is normal but 
it is also a marathon, accord-
ing to Breffni McGuinness, 
bereavement services and 
training development man-
ager with the Irish Hospice 
Foundation.

“In Ireland we tend to do the 
time around the death quite 
well. There is an awareness 
about supporting people at 
that time and that is good. 
It can also be helpful when 
people can understand that 
grieving is a marathon rather 
than a sprint.

“Time-wise, we are looking 
at a minimum of two years to 
come to terms with a major 
loss. That does not mean that 
the person cannot work for 
two years.

“In fact we would probably 
encourage people to return to 
work provided that the work-
place is supportive of their 
grief. What we mean there is 
that the workplace does not 
shut down people’s grief or 
shove it under the carpet,” 
he said.

 
Online resource

The Irish Hospice Foun-
dation runs training work-

shops and offers support 
to employers, dealing with 
bereavement, and recently 
launched the online resource 
griefatwork.i 

The organisation has helped 
companies put together be-
reavement policies and has 
worked with employees who 
have suffered a loss.

McGuinness said that what 
helps a lot of people is nor-
malising what they are going 
through and understanding 
that grief is a process which 
individuals work along at their 
own pace.

“What we would be trying 
to encourage workplaces to do 
is to know that this is normal, 
expect this, support the person 
in it and allow them to have 
off days or what we would call 
‘grief bursts’,” he said.

“That is basically where you 
might feel like you are coping 
fine and then something just 
sets you off and you feel like 
you are back in the middle of 
the loss again. It is a difficult 
process, it is not a sickness, it 
is not an illness and it is not 
something that needs to be 
fixed,” he said.

 
Realism
What really helps people is 
simply knowing that the sup-
port is there, if they need it. 

Letting people know that 
they can talk about their loss 
if they want goes a long way 
to making them feel more 
comfortable in the workplace.

This is all that most people 
will need. 

McGuinness cites cases 
where people have been told 
that they should feel free to 
step out of the office as and 
when they need to and that 
was sufficient to get them 
through tougher days.

There are others who will 
need to share their story 
with someone who has been 
through something similar 
and a small minority who ex-
perience “complicated grief” 
where they simply aren’t cop-
ing with the loss 

This minority – which 
McGuinness estimates to be 
around 10 to 15 per cent of 
people – may need the in-
tervention of a counsellor to 
help them come to terms with 
their loss.

“When the employee re-

turns to work,” said Paul 
Campbell, psychotherapist 
with Acorn Counselling and 
Psychotherapy, “they may be 
overwhelmed with feelings 
ranging from vulnerabili-
ty, anger, sadness, guilt and 
shock.

“They may be fearful of 
how they are going to cope. 
The employer may note this 
by the employee’s ability to 
concentrate, poor decision 
making, low productivity, 
withdrawal and absenteeism”.

The employer can help by 
asking what he or she can do 
to support them and not over 
load them with advice, he said. 

“Be realistic and flexible 
around working hours and 
help the employee to ease 
back. Be present, be available, 
give them your attention and 
above all listen to what is be-
ing said no matter how busy 
you are 

“Check in regularly to see 
how they are doing, offering 
compassion and empathy. Do 
not avoid them. Be prepared 
for different emotions such 
as anger and emotional out-
bursts, don’t take it personally. 
Offer what services are avail-
able, like counselling.”

 
Colleagues
The impact that the death of a 
colleague can have on an or-

ganisation should not be un-
derestimated either, according 
to Peter Ledden, psychothera-
pist and managing director of 
Abate Counselling and EAP ltd.

“We spend more time in 
work than we do often with 
our own families. You devel-
op friendships and for some it 
fulfils the role of family and it 
is very important that people 
there are able to respond when 
there is a loss,” he said.

“It can bring up all kinds 
of dynamics. There is trans-
ference there where you see 
someone as a father figure 
or see an apprentice coming 
in as your son and then they 
suddenly die.

“Loss is not just about be-
reavement either, even re-
tirement or accidents in the 
workplace are significant. 

People need to be able to 
support people when they 
are going through a major life 
transition such as a loss. 

“Not every situation re-
quires counselling, it requires 
common sense and commu-
nication.”

Managers play an important 
role in this, said Ledden, be-
cause their position within an 
organisation comes into play.

“They often bring a lot more 
comfort because they are seen 
as an authority figure within 
the organisation,” he said.

“It is hard enough to get 
back into the workplace 
when dealing with bereave-
ment, but a few kind words 
or an acknowledgement from 
someone in more authority 
can make that passage back 
into the workplace a little bit 
easier.”

It is also worth noting that 
just because it doesn’t seem 
someone should be directly 
impacted by a colleague’s 
death, doesn’t mean they 
aren’t. You don’t know really 
know what their relationship 
is to the person who died.

“That means cutting each 
other a little bit of slack,” said 
McGuinness, “but also ac-
knowledging that some peo-
ple might be upset at different 
times in different ways about 
their colleague who has died”.

Compassion
Companies should recognise 
the importance of support 
from co-workers and imme-
diate supervisors and demon-
strate that through a compas-
sionate culture enshrined in 
polices and procedures, said 
Dr Melrona Kirrane, lecturer 
in organisation psychology at 
Dublin City University.

“It is about being support-
ive and compassionate in a 
way that makes the grieving 
employee feel less strain and 
more involved in work. Ev-
erybody will go through those 
phases of grief differently,” 
said Kirrane. 

“If managers know about 
those phases of grief, what it 
does is inform them as to what 
to expect and that the person 
is going to be distracted, prob-
ably make errors of judgment 
and may be ratty, but that is 
all part of the grieving process 
and is not to be taken person-
ally or be associated with any 
aspect of performance.”

Failure to address bereave-
ment in the workplace ad-
equately can result in “dis-
enfranchised grief”, with 
significant consequences, 
both for the person grieving 
and the wider company, she 
said. 

“Often what you find is that 
people are silent when they 

come back to work or they 
don’t get enough support and 
they are expected to catch up 
and keep going,” said Kirrane.

“The show has to go on. 
One of the problems is that 
this is what can be called dis-
enfranchised grief, and that 
results in the grief work being 
incomplete.

“A lot of research suggests 
that there is a lot of hidden 
grief in organisations and it 
is buried behind stress, sub-
stance abuse, obesity and 
the consequences then can 
result in financial loss due to 
loss in concentration, errors 
of judgment, accidents. It is 
really serious business.” 

It can also lead to survivor 
syndrome where employees 
who see a colleague being 
treated poorly or the absence 
of a departed colleague go-
ing unacknowledged almost 
“avenges” that through bad 
performance or even leaving.

“You can pay a very high 
price by getting things wrong 
and probably just because you 
haven’t though it through 
enough or there is a lack of 
education on, for example, 
the whole cycle of grief. That 
it goes through these phases 
identified in the literature and 
that your job as a manager is to 
be aware of those and respond 
accordingly,” said Kirrane.

There are some 
shoots indicating 
a post-depression 
upswing, but it is 
not all positive, as 

the “snake-pit” bell-curve 
finds favour once again with 
some human resource strat-
egists. 

Bell-curve forced perfor-
mance distribution was a 
North American invention 
embraced in the years when 
strategic human resources 
managers began to replace 
plain old HR management. 
This was back in the days 
before Enron and other big 
financial and corporate fraud 
scandals, and long before the 
financial bubble burst in 
2007-8.

The idea was to identify 
the top-performing 5 or 10 
per cent in a company and, 
more importantly, their coun-
terparts; the bottom perform-
ing 5 or 10 per cent.

The first lot were to receive 
a bonus and the other shower 
were to be shown the door – 
sacking in the most efficient 
way possible what were eu-
phemistically referred to as 
‘mishires’.

The idea of performance 
metrics became popular 
with easier-to-use software 
packages. 

Any manager could fill in 
on-screen assessment forms 
and the chip thing inside 
the machine could calculate 
individual employees’ per-

formance in relation to one 
another.

The practice is still used in 
Ireland by some larger em-
ployers influenced by US 
corporate parents. Microsoft, 
Yahoo and Google, for exam-
ple, adopt a variation of the 
classic bell-curve assessment.

All very well until a reces-
sion comes along and it’s a 
matter of getting people to do 
more with less. After years of 
scaring the wits out of those 
regarded as below the bell-
curve average, organisations 
instead began trying to get 
them to be more creative and 
dedicated, to survive reces-
sion. 

Many larger organisations 
soon dropped forced distribu-

tion whereby, no matter how 
good all employees were, it 
was necessary to identify 5 
or 10 per cent as weak or poor 
performers whose jobs were 
on the line. 

Recent studies of bet-
ter-performing US companies 
have found that they are less 
likely to use this snake-pit 
grading system, as it can turn 
one employee against another. 

The US Institute of Corpo-
rate Productivity found just 
over 5 per cent of high-per-
forming companies used a 
forced ranking system in 2011, 
down from close to 20 per cent 
two years earlier. It looks as if 
the performance bell-curve is 
out of synch with productivity 
distribution.

As was suspected, the 
“work one day from home” 
phenomenon has resulted 
in those who work remotely, 
or out of the office, generally 
receiving lower performance 
assessment scores. 

This is despite the fact that 
objective studies at MIT and 
Sloan Business School indi-
cate that those with flexible 
working agreements are, in 
fact, more productive. They 
are also less likely to secure 
promotions.

A Brigham Young Univer-
sity study found that those 
with some home-based hours 
averaged a 50-hour working 
week, and are also less anx-
ious that they are neglecting 
home duties such as childcare.

Over a decade was spent 
identifying the high perform-
ers, many of whom were paid 
unjustified bonuses, which 
were exposed when the finan-
cial bubble burst six years ago.

The less obvious cost was 

the treatment of the un-
der-performers, who were 
hounded out of their jobs, 
though some had the guts to 
take discrimination cases and 
won compensation after years 
of legal wrangling.

The big organisational price 
paid was the lack of develop-
ment and motivation of the 
80 per cent of the mid-range 
employees, who were disre-
garded as the “Mr and Ms Av-
erage”, who would never get 
the big bonus pay-outs. 

The original snake-pit mod-
el led to a regime of greed and 
avarice at the very top, with 
ordinary employees some-
times cutting corners to en-
sure they did not fall in the 
forced grading and rating 

systems. 
Another reason for the fall-

ing popularity of bell-curve 
assessment is that, as you re-
duce staffing levels – mainly 
from the left side of the curve 
– many of the former high 
performers get re-designated 
as average or mediocre. They 
become less motivated and 
begin to look around for more 
rewarding jobs.

In reality, it can become an 
organisational “killer curve”, 
as some of its more enthusi-
astic SHRM champions have 
learned in recent years.

Gerald Flynn is an employment 
specialist with Align Manage-
ment Solutions, gflynn@align-
management.net

n The American Chamber 
of Commerce Ireland has 
appointed a new chief 
executive. Mark Redmond 
has been chief executive of 
the Irish Taxation Institute 
for ten years. Prior to 
that, he was a director at 
PricewaterhouseCoopers for 
four years.

n Jacqueline Collopy has 
been appointed business 
development manager 
at Trilogy Technologies, 
with responsibility for 
developing and managing 
the company’s public sector 
business in Ireland. Collopy 
joins from Tetra Ireland 
Communications, where 
she was government sales 
manager for four years. 

n Aidan Coughlan is 
Newstalk’s new digital 
media manager. Coughlan 
has been head of social and 
content with Simply Zesty 
for 12 months. He was also 
a journalist, production 
editor and sub-editor with 
Independent Newspapers for 
three years.

n Fitzpatrick Castle Hotel 
has recruited a new director 
of sales and marketing. 
Annette O’Neill joins from 
Trinity Capital Hotel, where 
she was sales and marketing 
manager for two years. She 
was also formerly southeast 
sales and marketing 
manager with Carlton Hotel 
Group for two years.

Bereavement in the workplace 

Research 
suggests that 
there is a lot of 
hidden grief in 
organisations 
and it is buried 
behind stress, 
substance 
abuse and 
obesity

It helps employees to know that 

help is there if they need it
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