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During the global coronavirus pandemic we are facing a 
tragic loss of life, often under very difficult and extraordinary 
circumstances. Bereaved people will likely experience 
increased stress and their ability to cope may be affected by 
being cut off from some or all of their usual support network, 
be it family, friends or community support services. Those who 
are already struggling with bereavement, or whose relatives 
or friends die through other causes than coronavirus will also 
be affected. As a result, people’s experience of bereavement 
may be very different at this time and grief is likely to be even 
harder to manage. 

Losing a loved one can make us feel extremely lonely. 
Although most people find that the best way to manage is to 
talk to family or friends and avoid social isolation, restrictions 
recommended by the government mean that many people may 
have to self-isolate and cut all but essential physical contact 
with others. 

This could make feelings of loneliness and grief more intense. 
It could mean a bereaved person having to stay by themselves 
in the same house they shared with the person who has 
died, bringing up painful reminders at every turn. A bereaved 
family might be isolated together, and although this at times 
may be a support, at other times tensions and resentments 
could be magnified making it difficult for them to help each 
other. If children and teenagers are isolated it could be difficult 
for carers to keep them occupied and deal with their own 
emotions and fears. The impact of dealing with bereavement, 
compounded with feelings of worry about external situations 
can mean that feelings of grief are not fully expressed.
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Isolation can also make it harder to process grief. At times like 
this when there is a constant stream of new and distressing 
information, people can find themselves distracted from 
dealing with their grief. They could be worrying about the 
situation as a whole, or worrying about themselves or others.

Practical concerns and considerations may also come up. The 
person who died may have been a partner, parent or carer and 
the bereaved person may be left without practical or emotional 
support at a time they need it most. Friends and relatives who 
might otherwise have been able to provide practical support, 
e.g. help with meals and shopping may also be isolating or 
preoccupied with their own family’s situation.

It is very common to see, hear or feel the presence of 
someone who has died. This can be more common in the 
case of traumatic bereavement, and if someone is isolated in 
a location where they saw the person die, or where they are 
constantly reminded of their illness.
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Addressing anger and blame

Feelings of anger and blame are common after any 
bereavement. When someone has died under sudden or 
traumatic circumstances it can make these feelings worse.

Feeling angry is an understandable response to feeling out of 
control, powerless and abandoned. When someone has died 
due to coronavirus there may be additional reasons to feel 
angry. People may feel angry and helpless that this situation 
arose at all. They may feel angry that their friend or relative did 
not receive the care they should have, for example if hospitals 
become overwhelmed and medical staff are forced to make 
difficult decisions. They may feel angry with the government 
if they think there should have been more protection and 
stronger controls. Or they could be angry with people who took 
risks leading to infection. They may feel angry with the person 
who died for not protecting themselves. 

Coming to terms with anger will take time and may be a 
difficult emotional balancing act. Talking about your feelings 
with someone you trust may help. Try to remind yourself that 
these are exceptional times, and that most people have been 
trying to do their best without the usual rules to help. If your 
anger has led to impulsive outbursts or you have said or done 
things to hurt others, it can help to apologise.
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The grieving process

Grieving is a gradual process that can take a long time, 
especially if the loved one died in difficult circumstances. It is 
important that you give yourself time to grieve and take care of 
yourself during this time. It is well recognised most people will 
go through several stages in the grieving process. Each stage 
will vary with each individual and your progression through 
these stages may not happen in the order outlined below.  

• Shock and disbelief
Initial shock at the loss is often described as numbness 
and a sense of disbelief. Sometimes the fact of death and 
the meaning of the loss may be denied by the bereaved. 
It is a natural reaction which can cushion you against 
the loss and allows you to feel it more slowly. It is best 
to not block feelings, however, as this can delay healing. 
Those who lost their loved one in exceptional or traumatic 
circumstances may experience this stage at a higher 
intensity and for a longer period of time. 

• Expression of grief
Grief is not constant depression, but acute pangs of 
severe loss and pining which in time may come less 
often or only when they are jogged by a recollection, a 
photograph or waking up alone. These periods of sudden, 
anxious yearning can make us restless and moody. 

Another painful expression of grief is guilt. Many of us 
blame ourselves because with insight, we wish that we 
had done things differently and now there is no chance to 
put matters right, nor any opportunity of being forgiven. 
We may even feel that we could have prevented or 
postponed the death if we had acted differently. These 
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feelings of guilt may have to be talked through many 
times over a long period of time before any peace of mind 
can be reached. This is part of the healing process. 

Anger and aggression are also expressions of grief. 
Anger at what has happened and the injustice of the 
loss; anger at the lack of proper understanding in others 
and anger at those who allowed the loved one to die. 
The source of anger is usually at death itself and our 
hopelessness in the face of it. The person who died may 
become a focus for this anger, but because it wouldn’t 
be seemly to rage against the dead, the hostility may 
be shifted to others, family, friends and hospital staff, for 
instance. Anger should not be bottled up; if it is, it can 
gnaw away for years and rob you of peace of mind. 

• Remembering and reliving first the immediate past 
and then gradually more distant memories is part of 
the yearning period of grief. Remembering is painful 
because it can bring back many sad memories, perhaps 
reawakening the grief of former losses or periods of 
distress or unhappiness; but remembering is needed in 
healing and can bring back happy memories too, which 
can be greatly comforting. 

• Depression and apathy
The acute feelings of anxiety, guilt and anger will 
gradually give way to feelings of depression and apathy. 
This depression can be a reaction to too much emotion; it 
is a badly needed period of low emotion, a time when the 
spirit is at its lowest ebb and for some it spells hopeless 
despair, for others a joyless monotony. This is also a time 
when we probably begin to realise that we cannot now 
change things and bring back the person who has died. 
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• Signs of recovery
In time, we will come to accept that the loved one we 
mourn is dead. This is perhaps difficult to believe while 
we suffer the early stages of the agony and bitterness of 
grief. Feelings of misery and pain will grow less acute as 
we accept that our situation has changed and we take 
up our lives again without the deceased. Here again, the 
experience and support of others, including those who 
have suffered a similar loss, will help us to work our way 
through to recovery. If the depression seems endless; 
if each day brings only sadness and there are no better 
times when the pain and darkness lift, then we may need 
to seek extra support. Clinical depression is treatable 
and it would be a pity to suffer needlessly. Please contact 
your General Practitioner. 
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Looking after yourself in these difficult 
circumstances 

As the pandemic progresses, there may be limited resources 
in the community that you may be able to access. This means 
you may have to rely on your own ability to manage, especially 
in the first weeks and months of the restrictions recommended 
by the government. At times like these, keeping in mind basic 
strategies can be more useful than ever. Here are some tips 
that could be helpful. 

1. Stay in touch and express your feelings 
Although you may not be able to see people in person, you 
can keep in regular contact with others using the phone, 
text, or internet if it is available to you. Using these media, 
you may find it helpful to engage in simple activities with 
others that you would normally engage with in person, 
such as sharing a meal or watching TV. In some cases this 
may require you learning how to use media that you have 
not used before. Some media could allow you to reach out 
to others who might be finding things difficult too and you 
may be able to help each other.

2. Maintain routines as much as possible 
Try to keep to a regular routine of getting up and dressed 
and eating meals at the usual time, whether you are on 
your own or part of a family group. Even a simple routine 
can bring some comfort amidst the emotional turmoil you 
may be experiencing. 

3. Keep active, rest and get some fresh air 
Try to get some fresh air or sunlight each day - even 
opening a window can help. You may find it helps to do 
some exercise around the house if you are able. At times 
when you have more energy, you might want to find some 
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jobs to do around the house or garden (if you have one). 
It is normal to move between intense grieving and looking 
to the future after someone dies, and there may be some 
things you can achieve even if you cannot go out.

4. Be kind to yourself 
It is important to make time to sleep, eat well and regularly 
even if you don’t feel hungry. Read a book, listen to music, 
try to cook yourself a nice meal. Engaging in simple well 
being activities can feel odd if you are mourning, but it will 
offer some rest to your mind. Allow yourself more time to do 
things, take rest and beware of accidents which are more 
common after stress. Don’t be pressed or push yourself 
into major decisions if possible – there are no right times for 
doing anything, only at your pace. 

5. Uphold cultural and spiritual traditions 
This may be particularly challenging if you are self-
isolating, but try to be creative in how the traditions that 
matter to you can still be honoured. Some may need 
adapting or require the use of communication media that 
you may have little experience with. Many people find it 
comforting to link with a spiritual leader or representative, 
even if just over the phone. 

6. Support others 
Make sure you look after yourself first. That is the best way 
to be also supportive of others if that is what you decide 
or what is expected of you. Help others by encouraging 
them to take a good care of themselves, talk about their 
experiences and grieve with you if that is helpful.
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