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EAPs Often Address Common Non-traumatic Death in the Workplace

There are many EA articles and conference seminars regarding how to address extraordinary work-
place deaths, e.g., suicide, on-site violence, trauma, or even a colleague who died at work in front of 
coworkers. I had the opportunity to process several such atypical workplace events in my long EA 

career. 

Each year since joining ALMACA in the early 1980s, I have been asked to arrange bereavement sessions follow-
ing unremarkable employee deaths. These are ordinary life-end experiences occurring away from the workplace, 
some anticipated due to illness or advanced age, and others occurring unexpectedly. As EA providers, we may not 
give this service much thought, but our contracted employers are more than appreciative. 
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It’s a human trait to eschew thoughts of our natural, ultimate end. People 
are often more comfortable talking about extraordinary dramatic ends, as 
they are unlikely to happen to them. This innate reluctance to consider 
death for oneself or for employees leaves HR, managers, and corporate 
leadership challenged in the wake of an employee death. With the lack of 
protocols in the workplace and no other allied counseling professionals 
to provide workplace support, this is an opportunity for EAPs to make a 
difference. Bereavement assistance within the worksite is a distinguishing 
and valuable service a qualified EAP can provide. 

The Importance to Employees
Employees spend much of their waking hours in the workplace during 
their professional lives. They want to believe their lives and work matter to 
those they work with and for whom they work. The death of a coworker is 
the ultimate window to view how employers value their employees. People 
need to be valued, and they need to grieve.

The Value Added for Management 
Managers are aware that a person’s absence from a well-integrated workgroup can be conspicuous and impactful 
on the workplace and productivity. Leaders need to openly and authentically acknowledge the loss of an employ-
ee. Wise administrators know that not acknowledging an employee’s passing can be devastating to morale.

Executives need to send the message that the deceased person was a member of the team, was valued, and has 
departed. Administrators must set time aside to recognize each colleague’s value, discuss their contributions and 
grieve their loss. Acknowledgment is essential to productivity and worker retention. Employees must know they 
matter. 

COVID-19 and Workplace Grief 
We have spent two years addressing the impact of the pandemic. This crisis has shifted the way we work as EA 
professionals, the environments of the workplaces we serve, and the social structure in which our employer cus-
tomers operate. At the time of this writing, 76 million persons in the United States have contracted the virus, and 
many survivors have long-term sequelae, while over 1,000,000 have died in the USA, and 6 million across the 
globe. Most of those who died were employed or had family members who were employed. If your EA practice 
does not offer bereavement sessions, there is no better time to begin. The ubiquitous footfall of death has solidly 
entered the workplace.

First Invitation, Caught Off Guard
The first time I was asked to respond to an employee death was in no way out of the ordinary; a heart attack, the 
manager died at home. The EAP offered support to the family and provided grief counseling for the affected em-
ployees on site. The request was to conduct a bereavement ceremony for his coworkers at work.

I asked whether it wouldn’t be more appropriate to use a chaplain or pastor and was told by HR that they pre-
ferred a non-religious experience as the deceased was not a believer, nor were many of the employees. I accepted 
as I wanted to satisfy the new employer and yet had no idea how a secular grief program might look. At the time, 
CISD now CISM was not available (and wouldn’t have been appropriate). 

In my previous life, I had been a seminarian and divinity student and had led prayer services for family and 
friends of the deceased. This program could not appear to be conducted as a religious exercise. The thought oc-
curred to me to attend the funeral. Perhaps some ideas of how to conduct a non-religious ceremony for the de-
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ceased would be made clear. There was no funeral. Management had extended an invitation for the employee’s 
family to attend the program. I realized this meant I was to conduct the only service for the deceased. 

Best Practices for a Bereavement Session
The program structure is a work-based exercise and not a funeral or graveside bereavement program. It is not 
therapy. It is scrubbed clean of religious references. Keeping to the workplace focus is essential. These steps were 
adopted.

Homework Is Essential
The bereavement session is an opportunity for the EAP to shine. Be aware that you are being entrusted with the 
career, life, and final farewell of a person. As EA professionals, we have all likely improvised a presentation at the 
last minute; this is not the time to wing it. Preparation is imperative.

The program should tie everything to the workplace; it’s not a burial rite. Ascertain the deceased’s career role, 
length in the organization, and importance to company aims. Find out if the person was popular, or reserved, i.e., 
collect attributes. Learn about who was closest to this person in the company and who can speak about the indi-
vidual (they may not be the same person). Emotions are a powerful determinant and are often in play. Contribu-
tors need to be able to deliver a concise portrait of the deceased as a colleague, with feeling but without a com-
plete breakdown. The closest friend may not be the best choice as a speaker. Support for an employee who falls 
apart and is unable to respond will likely fall on you. 

Your role is to anchor the program so that employees understand you are facilitating on behalf of HR and man-
agement. It is important that senior management is available and visible. The EAP has an opportunity to fulfill an 
essential role crucial to the organization’s mission, and it can help dispel an image of EAP as a purchased counsel-
ing commodity.

Be mindful of the time allowance. Time budgeting is essential. Build your program syllogistically, with indepen-
dent blocks, and have a timed self-contained ending of (4 to 5) minutes. If you are short of time, you can jump to 
the end block. Be prepared; rehearse the timing of the closing.

A Framework for a Bereavement Session
1. A simple introduction: HR or the manager introduces you, then you introduce the EAP and recognize 

leadership, coworkers and family.

2. Pre-arrange a photograph: Work with HR or the manager to get a photo of the deceased. Place it on a 
table or easel or have a projection on a screen. Keep it simple and dignified.

3. Statement of purpose: Have a clear announcement about why folks are gathered. “We are here to 
celebrate the life of your coworker (name).” You might share brief details of the circumstances, if permis-
sible according to HIPAA and appropriate to the situation.

4. Speaker(s): Facilitate the process of participants providing a brief work-life talk about the deceased. The 
EA professional’s job is to provide time for each speaker. Pre-determine if family members will be pres-
ent and if they want to speak – time allotment is divided accordingly.

5. Open the floor for colleague comments: Invite coworkers to share. Statements are typically positive 
and, at times, humorous and poignant. 
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6. Observe a period of silence: Call for a period of silence and ask attendees to reflect on what they can 
learn from the deceased’s life; what they might incorporate within themselves as a tribute to their col-
league.

7. End with a closing statement: I introduce the Four Tasks of Grieving:
a) Comprehension
b) Acceptance, Feelings/Loss
c) Commemoration
d) Integration (J. Worden 2018)

8. Provide a journal: Present HR with a journal to invite all present and unable to attend an opportunity to 
write their memories of the deceased and condolences. The book could be available for three days and 
later presented to the family. Management may include an online option.

9. Period for relaxed exchange: Leave time for attendees to mingle and share. Management will often 
provide refreshments. 

10. Describe Resources for additional support: Provide materials about the EAP for sharing and ensure at-
tendees and family members know they are welcome to reach out for confidential services. Some compa-
nies may choose to have an EA representative remain on-site to provide individual support.

11. Plan for commemoration: I leave each group with the task of finding some way to commemorate the 
life of their coworker and allow him/her to become a continuing presence in their workplace. (one group 
placed a memorial meditation bench, with a plaque, on a quiet corner of the property. Another hung a 
picture of the coworker in the break room.)

COVID-19 Adaptations
Be mindful that workplaces are understaffed, time allocations are precious, and management may want a single 
session for multiple deaths. Group bereavement must be finessed, so all positive comments are not weighted 
toward one individual and silence accompanying the other cohorts. In advance, obtain positive attributes for all 
individuals being memorialized. One option is to use index cards and pass them to attendees to share their experi-
ences and feelings of their coworkers. As the moderator, you can select those to be read. Regardless of how you 
proceed, it is important that all who died have equivalent representation.

Virtual Sessions:
During COVID-19, we were asked to provide virtual bereavement sessions. While possible, it is challenging to 
read a room where not all are on camera. While purposefully allowing silence to stimulate discussion works for 
in-person groups, it is a poor strategy when participants can sit at a desk in a closed office and turn off their micro-
phones and cameras to avoid exposure of feelings. Long gaps may invite participant numbers to drop, like dead 
airtime on the radio. Prompting with probing cues is a helpful strategy. While virtual is not ideal, it is better than 
no bereavement session.

Since the initial request, I have been asked to provide these bereavement sessions for coworkers many times, and 
each time I do, I cherish my own life that much more. I can tell you that bereavement programs have been very 
much appreciated by employees and the managers who contract with my EAP. 


