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Staff Care and Supporting Bereaved Families during the Coronavirus Pandemic 

 

The coronavirus pandemic has probably presented the most stressful set of circumstances 

faced by funeral service professionals in decades. A toxic combination of factors has made 

working in the profession incredibly challenging. While funeral service staff may be no more 

directly at risk from coronavirus than other frontline key workers, a number of issues have 

emerged as real concerns. Below, we look at these and offer suggestions for how funeral staff 

can attempt to deal with them. 

We can’t comfort and support families the way we normally can 

Being unable to support families whose loved one has died (whether of the virus, or not), as 

we would normally, has been repeatedly highlighted as a key stressor for most funeral service 

staff. While many businesses have adapted remarkably well to current circumstances and have 

made great digital strides in the past few weeks, it’s clear that arranging funerals over the 

phone or by webcam is not quite the same as meeting face to face in a client’s home or in a 

comfortable office. The usual gestures of kindness and comfort are harder to offer, whether 

that is a cup of tea or a warm hug. It’s hard to get over the sense of depersonalisation that 

comes with arranging a funeral without, perhaps, ever meeting face to face. Of course, many 

businesses are still arranging face to face by appointment with key family members, but it is 

the preoccupation of trying to remain at a ‘safe’ distance from people which means that those 

small, personal gestures are still hard to offer. Striking the balance between ‘business as usual’ 

and potentially putting yourself or your staff in harm's way by getting physically close to people 

is incredibly difficult for two reasons. Firstly there’s the practical level (passing paperwork 

over, sitting near enough for someone to hear what you are explaining to them, handling items 

of clothing etc.) where we almost cannot avoid being in close proximity to people who are in 

the same room; and then there’s the emotional level, where we know that the relationships 

we make with families now might help or harm their bereavement experience and their long-

term view of your business. Being unable to support families the way we normally can 

psychologically affects the arranger easily as much as the family they are helping, and many 

arrangers have described their sadness at being unable to help families in the usual way. 

Tips for employers 

● Be clear with your employees about what contact is appropriate at this time and what 

is not. If necessary, ‘ban’ all physical contact and make rules and clear signage about 

where people sit in the office, etc. This will ensure that employees have permission to 

say ‘I’m sorry but…’ and be confident that you support them to put these boundaries in 

place. 

● Set a good example. Don’t be shaking hands, hugging or putting yourself in danger – 

this models behaviour that employees feel that they have to copy, at which point you 
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are all at risk! Good leadership involves setting clear boundaries, implementing them 

and monitoring them. 

● If adjustments can be made to let employees do their jobs from home, consider putting 

these in place. Try to minimise the situations where staff members feel that they are 

having to put themselves, or others, at risk. 

Tips for employees 

● Observe and enforce the rules of your business around opening hours, appointments 

and contact with families. Remember that stepping outside of these boundaries can be 

potentially dangerous at the moment, not just to you, but to other vulnerable people. 

Explain clearly to families what the rules are and why they are necessary. 

● Use all available PPE and agreed health and safety measures to minimise the risk of 

exposure to the virus. Encourage colleagues to do the same. 

● Remember that your care and concern will still be evident to families in all the ways that 

you are able to help them. The current restrictions will hopefully only be temporary and 

we will be able to go back to ‘normal’ ways of supporting people in the future. 

Having to say no 

As a profession, we are used to attempting to facilitate the warm, the wonderful and even the 

weird or the wacky when it comes to funeral requests. We try to make the final goodbye as 

personalised an experience as possible, to be shared with those family members, friends, 

colleagues and communities who mean the most to the person who has died. Now, we are in 

the position of having to say ‘no’, regularly and often. This is difficult and can result in feelings 

of distress and low mood on the part of the person having to say no. It’s not surprising; while 

all of our focus is on the ‘what not to do’ (quite rightly, in order to keep everyone safe), there 

is little mental space for ‘what we can do’. We are sometimes having to say no to rituals, no 

to washing and dressing, no to visiting, no to cars, no to flowers, no to orders of service or 

hymn books, no to gatherings, no to sitting together, no to comforting each other and even 

no to holding a ceremony  in some locations. We know that arranging a funeral is upsetting 

for families at the best of times, and we want to do all we can to make it easier – yet we are 

unable to facilitate even the most basic requests at the moment, which is unfamiliar and 

painful for us. Having to deliver information about current restrictions and supporting families 

to make decisions about who attends a service and who cannot, or not being able to attend 

loved one's funerals themselves as they are required to self-isolate, is heartbreaking to people 

who are used to doing everything they can to ‘make things better’.  

There are already a lot of good resources (including Debbie Kerslake’s article on the DMAG 

website) that give ideas for actions funeral directors and families can take to make the period 

after a bereavement in these times slightly more bearable. 

Tips for employers and employees 
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● Make sure that you keep up to date with the latest advice from local services and make 

this information available to the public, if at all possible. Some funeral directors have 

been wrongly accused of not being straight with families about limitations to funeral 

attendance – share funeral attendance information on your website and across social 

media (preferably from the crematoria or burial ground directly) to ensure that people 

know that these are not your organisational decisions. 

● Look for creative alternatives to the things we’re having to say no to. There have been 

some wonderful examples shared on social media recently, including ‘goodie bags’ for 

people who can’t have a get together after a funeral has taken place (some have 

contained a bottle of wine, a flower and a keepsake so that at a set time the family can 

‘virtually’ get together, raise a glass and think about the person who has died); virtual 

‘wakes’ on Zoom or a similar webcasting platform; standing (at a safe distance from 

each other) on the route to the cemetery or crematorium; placing candles in windows; 

and bowing heads whenever a funeral cortege goes by. Gather up a list of suggestions 

as to what families can do, to try to remember the person who has died and to balance 

the list of things they can’t do. 

● Offer and accept support, information and suggestions from the funeral community. 

Facebook groups, twitter (and other social media), the NAFD and SAIF websites and the 

DMAG website are all good resources and are sharing ideas about how people are 

working to solve current problems. Community is what will get us through this 

pandemic and your funeral community understands the challenges you are facing and 

is there to support you. 

 

Making things worse 

One of the greatest fears of any funeral professional is ‘making things worse’. Yet at the 

moment, we know it’s possible for us to make things worse – not only by not being able to 

offer the funeral service that families want and need, but also by unwittingly contributing to 

spreading the virus, either by allowing families to be in close contact with each other, or by 

contracting the virus ourselves and giving it to our own family members, colleagues or clients. 

No-one wants to help spread this virus; the whole of the last month has been committed to 

stamping out its transmission and we would be foolish not to do everything in our power to 

contribute to this effort. But it’s undoubtedly hard to stop people from attending a funeral, 

from hugging each other and from coming close enough to unintentionally expose us (and by 

extension our own families) to infection. It is only natural to worry that we might somehow 

become unwell ourselves or make others sick.  

Fear is a natural response to a real or perceived threat. It can generate a ‘fight, flight or freeze’ 

reaction which causes physical sensations like nausea, sleeplessness, headaches and tension 

as we prepare to deal with the threat. At present the threat of Covid-19 is very real especially 
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for people on the front line, so the first thing we must do is acknowledge this, accept the 

symptoms of fear as natural in the circumstances and then look at some coping strategies. 

At the start of the pandemic, we took calls from a number of funeral service employees who 

were concerned about their potential to catch and spread the virus. Many of them had 

underlying health conditions, some very serious, or had people who were elderly or infirm at 

home. Some of these people were worried that their employer was not paying enough 

attention to their health and safety needs; some were unable to tell their employer why it was 

of such great concern to them. All of their concerns were normal and natural – we have never 

really experienced circumstances like these before and as the situation has developed, we 

have become more aware of the risks of overlooking preventative measures and have found 

ways of protecting ourselves which make us feel safer.  

You might also be worried about your business, in the event of staff sickness or major changes 

to funeral policies. One way to try to mitigate these worries is to make a contingency plan – 

both for the business and for your family. Have you considered staff cover for all eventualities, 

including any training resources that need to be made available now? It can be helpful to feel 

that several, if not all, people in a team can effectively ‘do each other’s job’ if need be. If a 

large number of staff members were to fall ill, at what point would it be unsafe or unrealistic 

to continue doing business, and what is your plan for that?  

From a personal perspective, have you and your loved ones had conversations about what 

your wishes would be should the worst happen and you become critically ill or die? Even 

working in the funeral profession, it can be difficult to broach these subjects with our own 

families, but now is the time to do it, as you may not be able to later. Once contingency plans 

are in place, you may find your anxiety eases somewhat. 

Tips for employers 

● Listen to your staff members. They may be worried not just for themselves but also for 

their family members, colleagues, or even you! Allow people to share their concerns 

and be heard. 

● Show your concern for the wellbeing of your staff by taking sensible precautionary 

measures against exposure to the virus. Explain to staff members why measures are 

being taken (or not) and any challenges you are facing to keep them safe. 

● Plan, plan and plan some more. While there isn’t much spare time at the moment, a 

short bout of planning may save you a whole lot of crisis response if the situation 

changes or gets any worse.  

● Make sure that employees feel well supported. If your employees are unduly fearful 

about catching or spreading coronavirus, or if they are feeling overwhelmed or 

emotional, encourage them to get in touch with their wellbeing service. SAIF Support 

(for all staff of SAIF-member businesses) can be reached on 0800 077 8578 and NAFD 

Wellbeing (for all staff of NAFD-member businesses) can be reached on 0333 242 3103, 

both Monday-Friday 9am-9pm. 
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Tips for employees 

● Voice your concerns. If you are worried about being exposed to the virus, then tell your 

employer about this. It helps more to share fears and ask for them to be addressed than 

to bottle them up and feel fearful or angry because they are not being aired and 

attended to. 

● Take all precautionary steps available to you in your business. Learn how to use PPE 

effectively and follow all health and safety guidance. Take similar sensible precautions 

at home and when out in the community. 

● Think about what is important and meaningful to you. Have conversations with family 

members about what you would like to happen if you do become unwell and write these 

down if possible. Thinking about becoming unwell or dying won’t mean that you will – 

but it will help everybody else to make good decisions in the unlikely event that you do 

and will reassure you that people know what you want to happen. 

● If you are feeling stressed, anxious or fearful, then your workplace wellbeing scheme 

will be able to help by offering a listening ear, some practical suggestions and ongoing 

support. Counselling may also be available where this is needed. Call SAIF Support (for 

all staff of SAIF-member businesses) can be reached on 0800 077 8578 or NAFD 

Wellbeing (for all staff of NAFD-member businesses) can be reached on 0333 242 3103, 

both Monday-Friday 9am-9pm. 

 

 


