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Coping with grief during the coronavirus
pandemic
If you have lost a loved one during the coronavirus pandemic, the
restrictions around funerals and social contact may make the situation
especially difficult. Here are some practical ways to take care of yourself, or
help a grieving family member or friend.

Use Patient's coronavirus checker tool if you have any symptoms of
fever, a new cough or loss of smell or taste. Until you have used the
tool and been advised what action to take, please stay at home and
avoid contact with other people.

Dealing with a bereavement is one of the most challenging things any of us
will ever go through. And during lockdown, it has potential to be even more
gruelling than it would be under normal circumstances.

Whether your loved one died of coronavirus itself, or from a different cause,
the rules around funerals and social distancing might seem like an
additional twist of the knife. If you can't meet with friends and family
members, or hold a 'proper' funeral, you may feel cheated out of the normal
grieving process.

"At a time when our world has been flipped upside down by the death of a
loved one, the whole world has changed and there is no longer any
normality on a personal or global level," says Lucy Nicholas, a bereavement
counsellor at Sue Ryder. "For the recently bereaved, the inability to have
physical contact with people can be so very difficult. Having to stand two
metres away from a loved one who is sharing your grief can feel
particularly cruel and difficult to bear."
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She adds that, in times of personal crisis, having our usual routines in place
can anchor us - another thing the pandemic has problematised. And if you
were unable to see your loved one before they died, the sense of unreality
that often accompanies death can feel even more pronounced.

The disruptions to normal grieving
Lianna Champ, a funeral director and grief counsellor, is the author of the
practical guide How to Grieve Like A Champ. She says the present
restrictions around funerals have been heartbreaking for all concerned.

"We are denied the physical support, human closeness and instinctive
reaching out to touch one another that soothes us in our darkest hours,"
she says. "I can see people struggling with overwhelming emotion, and they
don't know what to do. No one can approach them, support them or just
give them a hug. It just pushes our grief further down inside and turns it into
this huge ball with nowhere to go."

While grief is not a medical condition - it's a natural reaction to trauma or
loss - being forced to face your feelings in isolation can cause sadness to
deepen, and anxiety or depression to take root. You may also find yourself
contending with a sense of guilt (however misplaced) for having been
unable to protect your loved one.

"It can become so hard to separate the fact of the death from the actual
circumstances in which it occurred under coronavirus lockdown," says
Lianna Champ. "The edges become blurred and grief becomes enmeshed
with the trauma of the situation. The challenge becomes twofold - you
have to cope with the distress of the death taking place alone with no loved
ones present and also with how the pandemic has changed our grieving
process."

The power of connection and compassion
Dr Meg Arroll, a psychologist, lost her father to suspected coronavirus in the
early days of the pandemic, prior to lockdown. She was in the USA at the
time, visiting her mother who was having surgery.
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"He was an older man who had some underlying health problems, but it
definitely was out the blue," she says. "Every grieving process is completely
individual, but a sudden death can feel particularly traumatic. By the time
we had the funeral arranged the lockdown happened, so I stayed in the
States to be with my Mum and we had the funeral via webcam."

While this was an extraordinarily difficult situation, she did feel very
connected to others (albeit virtually). And it helped to know there were
others out there who were going through the same thing. She experienced
an outpouring of compassion and kindness from those around her, which
she found to be incredibly healing.

Since then, she has been doing her best to keep to a routine, and ensure
she's eating and sleeping enough. She has also been focusing on
mindfulness and relaxation strategies, along with techniques like emotional
writing that allow her feelings to bubble to the surface.

"When I got back to the UK I found a load of old photos that I didn't know
existed, and being able to look through those and connect with my Dad on
that level was incredibly cathartic," she says. "I've been having a lot of
powerful dreams too - there's research to support the idea that that can be
a way to process trauma."

Her advice to others in the same position would be to treat yourself with
compassion, and listen to what your body and mind are telling you.

"If someone has lost a loved one from COVID-19, it's difficult because it's
always on the news," she says. "I'd say take a break from the news and
social media and give yourself some more quiet, reflective time."

Strategies for self-care
Felicity Ward, an online bereavement counsellor at Sue Ryder, suggests a
range of different strategies for helping yourself through these difficult
days.

"Create a list of 'basic needs' and tick them off as you go - or have
reminders set to pop up on your phone," she says. "This list could include
things like drinking a glass of water, taking medication, brushing your teeth
and hair, having a shower and having something to eat."
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Depending on how you're feeling, you could try various different activities
such as something:

Creative (like creating a collage or memory box).

Practical (like gardening or baking).

Active (like YouTube dance classes).

Fun (like board games).

Sociable (like a virtual dinner with loved ones).

Relaxing (like a bath).

Educational (like watching a Ted Talk on grief).

Therapeutic (like journaling).

Lianna Champ adds that when you allow yourself the freedom to express
your grief - be that through words, music, meditation, art, or any other
outlet - that is where healing begins.

"The ability to experience and to share our emotions is all part of being
human," she says. "If you find it hard to reach out, choose one person to be
your listening buddy, someone you feel safe sharing your honest emotions
with and who will just listen without offering an opinion."

This is also a good time to take advantage of the specialist online support
services that are available. Sue Ryder offers a range of free online
bereavement support services, including a free Online Bereavement
Counselling Service delivered through trained bereavement counsellors.
There are also a number of other bereavement charities you could turn to,
including Cruse, The Good Grief Trust and The Bereavement Trust. And of
course, you could access support via your GP.

If you'd prefer to access private counselling, you can even book counselling
online through services like Patient Access.
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How to support a grieving friend or family
member
If you're on the other side of this, and it's your friend or family member who
has been bereaved, you may feel frustrated that you can't be there with
them in person. However, now's the time to be as supportive as you can be
within the constraints of physical distancing.

"Reach out with texts, and phone calls; surprise them with some shopping,"
says Lianna Champ. "No one should be alone with their grief, especially at
this time. Offer yourself as a listening buddy and become a good one!"

Felicity Ward adds that, while you can't make your friend feel better, you
can support them while they adjust and work their way through this painful
experience.

"Don't tell them it will all be OK - it isn't, and it may not be for some time,"
she says. "Follow your friend or family member's lead - sometimes they
may want to talk, other times they may not. Make them laugh - talk about
mundane, 'normal', everyday things. And send a care package of their
favourite things."

It's a situation for which no platitude will suffice. But if you're in this situation,
know that you are never alone and that there is support out there waiting
for you.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss Coping with grief during the coronavirus pandemic and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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