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GRIEF AND LOSS
IN THE TIME OF
COVID-19
M
any people, the world
over, are experiencing
grief and loss during
the current global
health pandemic. With millions
having contracted the virus and
millions more who have lost their
lives, the past year has been an
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overwhelming time characterised
by fear and anxiety. In South
Africa, almost 1.5 million people
have tested positive for Covid-19
and over 50 000 people have lost
their lives to the disease in the
past year.
Besides the grief and loss of
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life, many people are also grieving
for things the pandemic has taken
away from them. People have lost
their jobs and sources of income,
their support systems due to
the need to isolate from one
another, and people have lost their
“normal” lifestyles, where we were
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free to do whatever we wanted
without restrictions. People have
also lost important milestones,
such as holidays, weddings,
graduations and celebrations with
those we love.
COMMON GRIEF RESPONSES
We all deal with grief and loss in
different ways, especially across
different age groups but there are
some common reactions to grief
which we all tend to display at
some point during the process.
One of the most relatable ways
of understanding the way that we
deal with grief is the KÜbler-Ross
Model of Loss.
While this model speaks
specifically to grief, it has often
been attributed to understanding
loss in other ways, which during
this pandemic has been quite
common.
• Denial – A state of shock and
disbelief where it’s difficult
to accept the facts of the
situation (“This can’t be true; It
must be a mistake; It doesn’t
feel real”)
• Anger – It seems unfair this
has happened to them or
their family; some feel angry
towards themselves and others
• Bargaining – When people
try to deal with the pain by
imagining or hoping things
could have been different (“If
only…”)
• Depression – Characterised
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by feelings of distress and
sadness where most people
start to deal with the reality of
the situation
Acceptance – When people
have learnt to deal with the
reality of the situation and
start to face life without what
they have lost

These stages are grief often don’t
happen in sequence and people
can go through each stage more
than once and perhaps even a few
at the same time. For example,
when we’re faced with a funeral
we often feel we’ve accepted
the loss after we go through the
day, however often anger and
depression follow long after the
formal goodbyes have occurred.
Very often people go back into a
state of shock and disbelief as
well, wondering “Did this really
happen? Are they really gone?”
Many people also experience
changes in habits such
as sleeping and appetite;
withdrawing and isolating from
others as a way of coping;
and experiencing feelings of
helplessness and hopelessness.
GRIEVING AND COPING WITH
LOSS DURING A PANDEMIC
During this time of Covid-19 our
grief has been exacerbated by
several factors. Many people
have experienced multiple losses
or know people who have also

lost loved ones, which has been
highly distressing and somewhat
traumatic. We also have not been
able to comfort each other like
we usually would because of the
restrictions, leaving many people
grieving in isolation.
Instances like this can lead
to grief becoming prolonged or
complicated, especially in the
case of multiple losses. While
grief is not a straightforward
process where we work through
the stages and move on, grief
and loss during the pandemic
has been more overwhelming and
especially unforgiving.
During this time, there are
several things we can do to
process our own grief as well as
support others:
• Connect and keep in touch
with loved ones
o Host virtual calls to check
in on one another
o Share memories with one
another – such as stories,
photos and letters
o Hold virtual memorials
where people can prepare
a prayer, a reading or
recite a poem
• Create memories of those you
have lost
o Ask people to send
memories, stories and
photos you can use to
create a memory book
o Take part in a significant
activity which will remind
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you of your loved one
(e.g. plant a tree in their
memory and watch it
grow; keep an item they
loved; have their photo
with a candle up in a
part of the house where
you can sit when you
remember them)
Monitor symptoms and
wellbeing
o Check in with yourself and
others – How do you feel?
What’s on your mind? How
are you physically doing?
o Reach out to others if
you feel sad, lonely or
overwhelmed; Keep in
touch with those who you
know have been going
through a hard time
o Contact professional
services if you feel you’re
not coping or if you’re
worried about someone
o Seek spiritual support if
this has been a pillar of
strength for you in other
circumstances

GRIEVING FROM OTHER
LOSSES AND CHANGES
We have also lost many different
aspects of our lives – no matter
how big or small. It is important
that we also:
• Acknowledge these feelings of
grief and loss to ourselves and
work through them. You can
do this by speaking about it,
getting creative, getting physical
(boxing/dancing), writing it out
or listening to music.
• Create new routines and
rituals which will help you
move on from what you have
lost. Do things as a family,
create a daily routine which
involves self-care activities
and give yourself time to
rest and recuperate from
stressors.
Many people feel an enormous
amount of guilt for grieving over

things that seem “less important”
than the loss of a person.
However, remember that grief is
a natural and universal response
to the loss of anything we deem
important to us, no matter what it
is. If you need to process the loss
of something, then allow that to
take place in whatever way feels
comfortable to you.
HELPING ADOLESCENTS AND
CHILDREN DEAL WITH GRIEF
Similar to adults, children and
adolescents also grieve for things
they have lost. When the lockdown
commenced they suddenly stopped
going to school, were restricted
from seeing their friends and loved
ones and were confronted with this
invisible threat.
Because children don’t have
the emotional maturity and
logical understanding of events
the way adults do, may struggle
with accepting change and loss
in the way we do. Some children
may appear okay and carry on
the way they always have, while
others may show changes in
their behaviour, struggle to sleep
alone or appear sad. We can help
children deal with grief by:
• Asking them questions to get
a sense of what they think and
feel about what has happened
and about any losses they
may have experienced
• Allow them to process
their grief in ways they feel
comfortable – some children
prefer to talk; while others
prefer drawing, acting it out or
getting active
• Explaining circumstances to
them in an appropriate way for
their age and developmental
stage
• Teach and practice breathing
and relaxation exercises
together which can help
with sleep and dealing with
overwhelming emotions
• Maintain routine and structure
where possible, while
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establishing and maintaining
new but safe boundaries
Get them involved in
household routines such as
choosing an activity or making
a choice between two dinner
options

With adolescents, they tend to
show symptoms similar to both
children and adults. They may
experience problems sleeping,
prefer to isolate themselves or
appear irritated and frustrated.
Many prefer to play games or
be on their phones than engage
in usual activities. As parents
and caregivers it’s important
to engage with adolescents
to assess where they’re at,
encourage healthy coping
mechanisms and work towards
the stage of acceptance.
Encourage adolescents to:
• Learn about Covid-19 and all
its implications
• Keep in touch and socialise
with friends on virtual
platforms
• Come up with new daily
routines and schedules for
themselves, where they
allocate time for school
work, socialising, exercising,
spending time with the rest of
the family etc
• Focus on rest and relaxation
by using stress management
techniques
• Talk to someone they trust
about their feelings
While there does seem to be some
light at the end of the tunnel in
the fight against Covid-19, many
people, families and communities
have been left reeling from the
devastation of profound loss. The
best way to overcome the impact
of this is to implement coping
strategies and mechanisms which
work for our needs.
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