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INTRODUCTION & WELCOME

What is this guide?
Fostering Grief-Ready Workplaces: A Starter Kit for Mental and School 
Mental Health Leadership aims to provide essential ingredients to 
guide you and your organization through the basics of supporting a 
grieving workforce. This starter kit recaps the content covered in the 
Spring 2021 School Mental Health Grief Readiness Lab pilot and the Fall 
2021 Grief Readiness Series, which was open to general and school 

mental health practitioners.

The pilot and Series were created and hosted by Workplace Resilience, a program of The Dinner 
Party, and the Pacific Southwest Mental Health Technology Transfer Center and advised by the 
National Center for School Crisis & Bereavement. 

Workplace Resilience has developed a 6-week program to guide school and mental health 
practitioners across the United States as they continue to explore how best to manage grief 
in schools and their workplaces through developing their own Grief Readiness Plans. The pilot 
version of the Lab ran from April to June 2021, and included 25 participants from the Pacific 
Southwest region who met weekly.  

Informed by our findings from the pilot, we then offered a Grief Readiness Series for school and 
mental health leaders nationwide in the fall of 2021, timed intentionally to occur before the holiday 
season. This series was attended by a diverse group of 79 behavioral health providers within the 
school and general mental health fields.

Why this guide?
At the time of writing, approximately 900,000 people in the United States have died from COVID. 
According to the bereavement multiplier published by the National Academy of Sciences, “every 
death from COVID-19 will leave approximately nine bereaved.”1 That’s over 8.1 million bereaved, 
from COVID deaths. That doesn’t include those who were grieving before the pandemic hit, or 
those who lost a significant person to another cause. 

As writer Alison Gilbert puts it, “a grief crisis is coming,” and whether our colleagues are vocal 
about their losses or not, the personal cannot be completely separated from the professional. 
Teams in our workforce across the United States are grieving.

As the Workplace Resilience team, we’re motivated to shift the experience of workplace grief 
away from an isolating, murky, and stressful experience and toward something that feels 
not only manageable, but deeply human, too. This benefits not just those grieving but those 

https://www.thedinnerparty.org/workplaceresilience
https://www.thedinnerparty.org/workplaceresilience
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/content/pacific-southwest-mhttc
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/


2

INTRODUCTION & WELCOME

managing or working alongside grievers. Through simple interventions, skills, and policies, we 
can transform grief in the workplace into a loyalty- and community-building experience, where 
a grieving person’s work setting becomes a place to rebuild confidence, or even an emotional 
anchor. It might sound far-fetched, but we’re already seeing it happen through simple shifts like 
ongoing check-ins, occasional team meetings dedicated to how, not just what, folks are doing, 
and bereavement leave policies that go beyond the typical three days off. Bit by bit, we’re resisting 
outdated workplace norms that grief and emotion should be checked at the door, and we’re 
building our ability to have hard conversations and move forward together.

The Pacific Southwest MHTTC team is dedicated and funded to provide the mental health and 
school mental health workforce with evidence-based practices and approaches to support these 
fields. This mission includes supporting the practitioners who provide support, which in itself is 
evidence-based.

Grief is felt acutely in all of our lives: in our staff meetings, cubicles, community-based mental 
health organizations, therapy Zoom rooms, classrooms, and broader school communities. 
Whether that grief is spurred by deaths within our own organizations (e.g., the death of a 
colleague, or the death of a colleague’s relative, friend, impactful person), the school community 
(e.g. the passing of a teacher, coach, administrator, or student), or a death just outside of it (e.g. in 
the family or friend networks of clients/students and staff), Grief Readiness is inherent in any 
conversation about creating emotionally and socially safe school environments, mental health 
organizations and agencies, and workplaces overall. 

The time is now for workforces to embrace Grief Readiness in tandem with trauma-informed care, 
in tandem with workplace wellness initiatives.  

We learned through the Spring 2021 Lab that one of the most potent impacts of this work was 
giving school mental health leaders the vocabulary to start these conversations within their 
teams. According to Allie Mink, the Director of Youth Mental Health Programs and Outreach for 
NAMI San Bernardino Area, the Lab “gave me the language to bring up this topic in the workspace. It 
also enabled me to take a deeper dive into what is available for grief in my district and where we can 
improve.” For many participants, it provided a time to pause, take stock of current cultural norms 
around grief, and figure out how to incrementally improve. That is grief literacy. That is Grief 
Readiness leadership. 

We’re hopeful that the wave of losses caused by and surfaced through the COVID pandemic 
may also bring movement to a place of more proactive support and elevated grief literacy. 
We hope that, in the same way workplaces are getting better at supporting new caregivers, 
there will be a growing acknowledgement that so too must we support employees who are 
becoming bereaved, with the time off, respectful re-entry, and ongoing support they deserve. 
Conversations about grief and loss in the workplace are conversations about equity, psychological 
safety, deep collaboration, and respect. Until we reach the day where mental health systems, 
agencies, school districts and beyond have their own “Chief Grief Readiness Officer,” HR policies 
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that are grief equitable, and explicit practices and policies that always assume grief is present 
(because it is), it’s up to all of us to ensure our workplaces are ready. 

Our hope is that this guide provides you with the inspiration, reflection, and tips to start the 
process for your workplace.

How Might You Use this Guide & Who is it For? 
This starter kit recaps the contents covered in the Grief Readiness Lab (April-May 2021) and Series 
(November-December 2021). We offer an overview of what was explored in the Lab and Series, 
and a taste of some of the conversations shared among participants. While nothing beats being 
there “in person” (a.k.a. on Zoom), our hope is that the following pages help you to expand and 
deepen your thinking around how to create supportive workplaces for people experiencing a loss. 

Just as we shared in our Spring 2021 Lab throughout the six 90-minute sessions, time and this 
guide won’t be everything you’ll need to figure out every detail for your workforce’s grief response 
approach. We offer this guide not to provide a copy-and-paste solution, but instead to provide a 
framework that each individual school counselor or mental health professional can use to begin 
developing a unique Grief Readiness Plan for their schools and/or workplaces, recognizing that 
each participant holds a distinct role and sphere of influence in their school or district. 

While big systemic shifts need to occur in order for bereavement leave policies to change on a 
national, state-, or even county-wide scale, there are lots of small steps and soft skills we can work 
on that make a meaningful difference in the ability of our schools to support grieving staff. 

We encourage you to think beyond Grief Readiness as supporting your students or clients. We 
invite you to include the support of educators, colleagues, staff, employees, administrators, and 
other adults in the school/mental health agency ecosystem. 

This kind of work often begins with the self, and while this guide is not specifically meant to be a 
place for the processing of personal grief, it does offer tools for caring for ourselves and managing 
our own feelings of grief while caring for others. We hope that this guide aids in instructing not 
just how to perform support, but how to really show up when compounding grief is activated in 
the workforce.

Moreover, we acknowledge that it’s not just individual grief that needs recognizing, but the 
collective, historic, intergenerational, and insidious grief often sharply experienced and held 
throughout BIPOC communities. 

INTRODUCTION & WELCOME
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We developed this brief with two hopes:
• To provide participants of both the Lab and Series with a summary of the content covered, 

which will aid in the ongoing development of their individual and school-system Grief 
Readiness Plans. 

• To serve as a resource to general and school mental health practitioners who weren’t present 
with us in the Lab or Series, offering takeaways to support their own grief-readiness work.

A gentle reminder: One consistent refrain from the conversations with participants following the 
Lab and Series is that this work doesn’t happen overnight. Shifting culture takes time. 

Our main hope is that this guide gives you some inspiration and fodder for your process of 
cultivating workplaces that are clearer, more compassionate, and more respectful towards 
grieving employees. 

What’s inside the guide? 
• Compilation of content we engaged with during the Spring 2021 Lab and Fall 2021 Series.

• Quotes from participants & learnings from our discussions; participants represented mental 
health and school mental health practitioners, represented decades of cumulative experience.

• Practical activities and strategies to employ in the workplace or in schools.

• Reflection questions to guide you toward creating your own Grief Readiness Plan or program. 
These are questions that you can return to again and again, and each time has the potential to 
spark something new.    

Who is this guide for? 
• Supervisors, managers, directors, administrators, and leadership of school and mental health 

organizations, agencies, and agencies 

• Human resources professionals

• Mental health and school mental health providers (e.g., therapists, social workers, peer support 
professionals)

• Technical assistance providers, coaches, consultants

• Trauma-informed professionals

• And anyone else interested in being grief sensitive at work.

Onwards,   
Carla Fernández, Director, Workplace Resilience & Co-founder, The Dinner Party 
Leora Ya’Acova Wolf-Prusan, School Mental Health Field Director, Pacific Southwest MHTTC 

INTRODUCTION & WELCOME
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Have you ever felt ill-equipped to support a colleague or friend who experienced a 
loss?

If yes, you’re not alone. Even people who’ve experienced significant loss can find it hard to find the 
right words or actions. Grief Readiness allows us to put structure in place so that when someone 
on our team is experiencing a loss, their manager or colleagues are not improvising support, but 
offering it with consistency, humanity, and equity. 

If you have experienced a loss, did you ever struggle to feel fully engaged at work 
or supported by your organization?
If yes, welcome to the club! As you begin preparing your Grief Readiness Plan, we recommend 
drawing from your personal experience to inform what work needs doing, while also asking about 
the personal experiences of people on your team to ensure an approach informed beyond your 
own biases. 

What Do We Mean By “Grief Readiness”? 
Becoming grief-ready means different things in different contexts, but the basic definition we 
used at the beginning of the Lab is:

proactively preparing for the impacts of grief 
experiences on employee well-being and 

workflow. 

Grief Readiness: 
The Basics 
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HERE ’S  ANOTHER DEF IN IT ION FROM A  LAB PART ICIPANT : 

Before the Lab, I would have defined it more personally. I would have asked: Am I 
ready to navigate this process? Because I’m a grief counselor, I would have looked 
at the situation through my own lens. The Lab expanded the definition of Grief 
Readiness for me. I really think about it now in terms of an organization and how 
it’s positioned to support its employees. Grief Readiness now feels much more of 
a robust idea. It asks what are the tools and systems that are in place to support 

and help people dealing with loss of any kind. 
TIM LEA 

Suicide Prevention Educator, Buckelew Programs, Novato, CA

What does Grief Readiness mean in your school or work context? 

During the Lab, we asked each participant to set their own working definition of Grief Readiness. 
What’s yours? If you participated in the Lab, how has yours changed since then?

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                 

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                   

GRIEF READINESS: THE BASICS
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Why Does Grief Readiness Matter? 

I think that it’s important that there be a plan. If something happens, not only 
think “this incident has occurred now what?”. We need to be able to turn to a 

plan that’s implementable, and accessible to people who need it.
TIM LEA 

Suicide Prevention Educator, Buckelew Programs, Novato, CA

• When asked, participants in the Lab gave a myriad of ways they wanted to strengthen their grief 
readiness, including:

• “How to help make a self-sustaining approach to grief in our school districts for our 
professionals and our youth.”

• “Be more collaborative with other organizations and people to further empathize and 
promote healthy grief and loss behaviors and practices.”

• “An understanding of what language to use surrounding grief.”

Working during times of loss can be helpful, or it can be hard. For some, work becomes an 
anchoring community, a restorer of confidence, and a place for forward motion. More often, 
however, going back to work is deeply challenging and full of mismanaged expectations, 
compounding the feeling of isolation and overwhelm that can come with grief. There are simple 
solves — skills to build, conversations to practice — but teams require guidance to get there.

Culture around loss is a make or break for employee engagement:  

GRIEF READINESS: THE BASICS

A healthcare CEO put it well: 

“Loss is a time when your organizational culture is truly exposed for what it is.”
“

Professionals lack the skills and confidence to manage loss in the workplace. We’ve also heard 
that those with roles in HR, Talent, Culture, Management, and beyond don’t feel like they have 
the tools to support grieving employees. Most organizations have a paragraph in the employee 
handbook and an Employee Assistance Program, but not much else.
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How is Grief Impacting 
Our Workforce?

Each person’s grief experience is unique, and yet there are consistent ways that processing a  loss 
can show up in our bodies, hearts, and minds. 

Here’s a refresher on the multi-dimensionality of how grief impacts us, and our workforce. While 
the loss might be personal, it’s impossible to stop the impact grief has on staff to be present 
during the workday. By being aware of the ways in which our grieving workforce, and their work 
output, might be impacted by grief experiences, we can create more empathetic and productive 
paths forward in supporting them and their workflow. 

REFLECTION QUESTION: How have I been most impacted by grief in my personal loss 
experiences? Are there other impacts I would add to this list? 

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                     

Grief impacts 
our outer world

... and our 
inner world

COMMUNITY IMPACT 
of being in relationship 
with others who are also 
grieving a death

TIME IMPACT providing 
care and managing a 
person’s affairs

FINANCIAL IMPACT of 
medical care or losing a 
household breadwinner

MENTAL IMPACTS: brain 
fog, distraction, overwhelm, 

things that were once simple 
take more time

EMOTIONAL IMPACTS: Full 
spectrum of emotions, from 

despair to relief to numbness

SPIRITUAL IMPACTS:  
A time of questioning faith

PHYSICAL IMPACT:  
Sleep challenges, exhaustion, 

appetite changes
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Grief at Work 
by the Numbers

The Grief Recovery Institute estimates that 

1 in 4 employees 
are grieving at any given time. 

And that was before COVID-19. 

They also estimate that annually,  

$75 billion dollars 
are lost to mismanaged grief in the workplace. 

Due to absenteeism (people being out of work because of a loss experience) 
and  presenteesim (employees back at work but disengaged).

And that was before COVID, which, remember, has introduced a 
“grief crisis” sweeping the nation, with over 

8.1 M bereaved 
from COVID deaths alone. And the number of school personnel lost to COVID is growing.

https://twitter.com/losttocovid?lang=en
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1. It’s not if, but when. And, it’s probably right now. And it may 
be invisible. 
Grief is impacting your organization, full stop. For some teams, it might be out in the open. For 
others, it might be hidden, depending on the level of comfort and privilege employees each feel in 
asking for help. Either way, schools and other professional systems need to develop better plans 
and policies to support teams not if, but when they need it.

Grief Readiness Paradoxes

I was a marathon runner for many years and my coach used to say, “By the time 
you’re thirsty, it’s too late”. Essentially, the organization should know that it’s not a 

question of if a person’s going to need help navigating a grief issue, it’s a question of 
when. Someone might be able to work three or four months pretty steadily, but then 
they’re going to need a break. Again it’s not if, but when. If you’re thirsty for a break, 

your body has already hit the bottom of the well. 
TIM LEA  

Suicide Prevention Educator, Buckelew Programs, Novato, CA

3. Standardize support without losing humanity. 
Supporting a grieving employee is a time to show that you care about their humanity. If they’re 
allergic to pears, don’t send the generic fruit basket. Instead, find ways to ensure that everyone 
receives an equitable level of support, while still showing them that their loss isn’t just another box 
to check. 

The art and science of being grief-ready has a lot to do with our 
ability to hold opposites. Here are some to keep top of mind. 
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4. Knowing less can be more.
Grief Readiness isn’t about managers becoming their employee’s grief counselor, although it’s helpful 
for workplaces to have a counselor on staff, or one available through an Employee Assistance Program. 
It’s about knowing that if someone is having a grief experience, there are resources available to help 
them step back if need be, to regain control and, when they’re ready, re-engage with work, without 
employers needing to know any of the personal details. 

In the case where a manager is unclear whether a performance issue is grief related, or just general 
bad behavior, managers can clarify with this sort of question: “Is there something going on related to 
grief in your personal life? I don’t need to know the details, but I do need to know that something is up.” 

5. Be proactive. Enable agency. 
Don’t place the burden of asking on your grieving employee. Be proactive about ways to support 
the employee, while giving them the ability to decide what’s best for them. 

What are the Benefits of Grief Readiness? 
Here are some of the key benefits Grief Readiness Lab participants found as they developed their 
readiness plans. 

GRIEF READINESS PARADOXES

Grief Readiness is 
awesome because 
you can have those 
procedures in place 
to help your staff and 
then administration can 
improve the overall 
school climate, which is 
great.
CARLA QUINTERO 
Regional Mental Health 
Coordinator, Orange County, 
CA

[Other benefits] 
are the continuity of 
work, because things 
are always going to 
happen. Productivity 
increases, because 
you have a workforce 
that wants to come 
to work because they 
feel supported. Energy 
and innovativeness 
goes through the roof 
because they feel safe.
AMY CASTELLANOS 
Project Aware Coordinator, 
Phoenix, AZ

The Grief Readiness 
Lab really allowed me to 
think of how to be ready 
if someone is having 
a grief experience or if 
you yourself are having 
a grief experience. I’m 
really thinking of how 
to be proactive now. 
CARLA QUINTERO 
Regional Mental Health 
Coordinator, Orange County, 
CA

I M P R O V E S  O V E R A L L 
W O R K P L A C E  C L I M A T E :

E N A B L E S  E N E R G Y 
A N D  I N N O V A T I O N :

S H I F T S  F R O M 
B E I N G  R E A C T I V E  T O 

P R O A C T I V E
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Reflection question:  What might be a benefit of being grief-ready in your own school or 
workplace? 

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

What else do we grieve?
“We think you’re only allowed to grieve when you’ve lost someone you love, but the truth is you 
grieve over any kind of loss: loss of structure, loss of your role, loss of work, loss of relationships, 
loss of illusions — even the loss of bad things can be discombobulating. So let’s cast the right 
net here. Grief is huge, it’s tricky stuff, and we’re all in some kind of it right now, whether or not 
we know it.” 

BJ MILLER 
Physician & Author Beginner’s Guide to the End

While the majority of the Lab focused on grief from an acute death-loss, we also spent time acknowledging the 
other loss-types that are leaving our teams feeling out of whack. While your Grief Readiness Plan might not 
accommodate all of these loss types (e.g. the loss of peace and quiet), it’s important we remain sensitive to how no 
two grief experiences are alike, and that sometimes changes that might seem less significant on the outside can 
catalyze major grief on the inside.

Loss comes in many forms: 
• Community 
• Face-to-face interaction 
• Lives
• Plans
• Financial security
• Child care
• Sense of normalcy 
• Social connection
• Routine
• Places we can rest & worship
• Health
• Teammates

Reflection Question: What are the losses your team is grieving?
                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                     

GRIEF READINESS PARADOXES
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We can’t fix, solve, or save people from grief. What we can (and must) do is ensure our workplaces 
lessen the feelings of isolation and disconnection that come with grief and loss. 

So, no judgement! Start by assessing where you’re at in your Grief Readiness “journey.” In the 
Lab, less than 10% of participants reported their organization as being ready. Remember, 
your organization might mean a school site, school district, an agency, a department, a faith-
community, a remote team, or more.

How grief-ready are you? 
  My organization is ready. We have a strong bereavement policy, a culture of peer support, 

managers are well trained in grief-related conversations, and loss experiences often bring 
us closer together rather than strain the trust of our teams. 

  My organization is getting ready. We have some policies and training in place and we 
are able to support employees who are grieving, but there’s definitely still room for 
improvement. 

  My organization is not ready. Help! This report has shined a light on the lack of 
conversation, policies, programs, and overall safety around grief and loss in my work 
culture.

  This is directly related to my job, and I can start putting wheels in motion.

  This isn’t directly related to my job, but I want to learn anyway and see what I can do to 
make my organization more grief sensitive. 

Temperature Check: 
How Grief Sensitive are 

You/Your Org?

I don’t think that a school community or school system is really fully prepared to 
address it. That’s my opinion, based on some objective observations. I think that 

they talk about it, but in practice I don’t think that they’re ready.
PAT SANBORN 

State Health and Wellness Coordinator, Carson City, Nevada  
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TIPS FROM LAB PARTICIPANTS: 
What To Keep In Mind While 

Crafting Your Plan

DON’T GO IT ALONE. RECRUIT COLLABORATORS. 

Definitely find at least one partner because it can be difficult to do this on your own. I would just 
advise finding like-minded people who think this topic is important enough, and team up with them. 
P A T  S A N B O R N  |  State Health and Wellness Coordinator, Carson City, Nevada

ADD GRIEF READINESS INTO EXISTING PLANS INSTEAD OF 
A NEW INITIATIVE 

Right now, add it into an existing school recovery plan or back to school plan, and get that buy-
in to get to something new and shiny but that also fits into existing work. People don’t really like 
to approach new procedures because they have to go through so much paperwork, and so many 
board approvals. 
C A R L A  Q U I N T E R O   | Regional Mental Health Coordinator, Orange County, CA

ASK FOR WHAT YOUR TEAM NEEDS: 

If I was given the authority to do this - I would ask anonymously for people’s experiences, And 
what they felt like. I would get a sense of what people actually experience. It’s all well and good to 
do this and that...but what do people actually want? We need to find out what’s actually happening, 
what’s missing, what’s a wish list. As people in the mental health field, there’s a lot of good will and 
assumption of what’s necessary, but sometimes a lack of personal data to inform decision-making. 
T I M  L E A  |  Suicide Prevention Educator, Buckelew Programs, Novato, CA

START NOW AND COME TO THE TABLE WITH SOLUTIONS: 

Begin today. Ask a lot of questions. Identify the invested cohorts of parents, students, teachers, 
administrators, and ask questions. Ask them questions from all their points of view. Have very 
specific questions designed to implement a program. Don’t just ask vaguely what would be useful, 
what would be good. You know where you want the answers to be going. 
T I M  L E A  |  Suicide Prevention Educator, Buckelew Programs, Novato, CA
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Some examples to consider: 
• A budget to fund memorialization or commemoration efforts for late staff members, or a gift 

budget for grieving employees

• A lengthening of the number of paid days off for bereavement leave, or an expansion of the 
qualifying event (i.e not just immediate family member)

• Proactively developing back-up plans for everyone on staff in case someone needs to take time off 

APPROACH GRIEF READINESS WITH CULTURAL HUMILITY 
We asked Lab participants what culturally humble grief support means to them. 
Here are some of their answers:

Being open to how other cultures think about grief, how they perceive grief, what it might mean 
to them spiritually, and what kind of practices or rituals are typical in that culture. Not trying 
to push your own beliefs onto a different culture that might have different perceptions as to 
what grief is supposed to look like. . . . One thing my state could do is try to hire school teachers 
or administrators that “look like” the student population. If we have a high Native American 
population you might think about having some staff or personnel who are also of Native American 
culture, or any different culture that is largely part of the population of the school. I think that one 
of the biggest issues that schools have is that they might hire white teachers to do a job in a school 
that is primarily not white. Don’t enforce that “white knows best” mentality.

P A T  S A N B O R N  |  State Health and Wellness Coordinator, Carson City, Nevada 

We assume that we know everything a person might but in the midst of a grief experience we 
often forget that grief is a unique individual experience. We must ask people what they need. 
For example, some people may perform their job in English, but for grief support, may need it 
delivered by a native speaker. 

T I M  L E A  |  Suicide Prevention Educator, Buckelew Programs, Novato, CA 

REFLECTION QUESTION: What would culturally humble grief support look like/feel 
like/sound like in your local context?
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WHAT ARE THE. . . decisions you can make

WHO ARE THE. . .  people you can inspire

WHICH ARE THE. . . conversations you can start

WHAT ARE THE. . . resources (including time) you can commit or recruit

Influence isn’t always where you think it is. Sometimes the unlikeliest people can have the largest 
sway. It may not be the person with the highest ranking like the school site principal, but the person 
with the most contact, like the person at the front desk. 

What’s in Your Sphere 
of Influence?  

We don’t all have the authority or capacity to enact major changes 
in how our organizations handle grief in the workplace. However, by 
identifying what’s in our sphere of influence, we are able to get clear 

on the changes we can create.  

Try this out: 
What’s in your sphere of influence? Who are 
the people, or what are the things that you can 
immediately affect? Draw these concentric 
circles on a piece of paper, and jot down what 
is IN, NEAR, and OUTSIDE of your sphere of 
influence. For example, rewriting our county’s 
bereavement leave might be outside of your 
sphere of influence, but you may be able to 
check in more regularly with colleagues who 
you know are grieving. Use this as a way of 
lifting up the unexpected areas where you can 
make a difference. 

IN

NEAR

OUTSIDE
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In order to talk about grief and loss within our workplaces, we must recognize that the color of 
someone’s skin may be impacting the way they’re experiencing not just their own losses, but the 
collective traumas of many lifetimes —  injustice in deaths from the pandemic, the civil rights 
uprising following the murders of George Floyd and countless other innocent black lives, and a 
general lack of acknowledgement that justice has still not been served after 400 years of systemic 
oppression. 

One session of the Lab was dedicated to the conversation on how to meaningfully show up for 
BIPOC staff who are likely grieving their sense of safety in America, and the deaths of community 
members at the hands of unjust healthcare and police systems.

We used this Harvard Business Review article as our guide, entitled How U.S. Companies Can 
Support Employees of Color Through the Pandemic by Laura Morgan Roberts, Courtney L. 
McCluney, Erin L. Thomas, and Michelle Kim. You can read it in full   here.

Grief is Not Held Equally 
in Our Nation  

When it comes to grief and loss, people of color and white people 
are not having the same experience right now.

The COVID-19 pandemic has been like the flash of an X-ray, exposing the deep 
fractures in U.S. society – not least by race. New data from CDC shows that the 
death rates among Black and Hispanic/Latino people are much higher than for 

white people, in all age categories.

BROOKINGS INSTITUTE

https://hbr.org/2020/05/how-u-s-companies-can-support-employees-of-color-through-the-pandemic
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/06/16/race-gaps-in-covid-19-deaths-are-even-bigger-than-they-appear/
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How to Walk the Talk of Care
1. Prioritize work tasks frequently so employees can focus on what is most urgent and important. 

2. Email employees a reminder to take advantage of their TO/PTO, and perhaps even include a 
link to the most updated policies on mental health benefits provided.

3. Challenge biased, racist, and xenophobic behaviors in the moment — especially in team 
settings. When inappropriate jokes are made, ask, “What made you say that?” Or say, “That’s 
not funny and you need to stop.”

4. Avoid colorblind company communications that minimize the disproportionate strain on 
employees of color. 

GRIEF IS NOT HELD EQUALLY IN OUR NATION

Due to systems 
of oppression, 
how would an 

employee’s 
experience 

differ if they 
were different 

in their...

race

age

tenure

seniority

location

gender

sexual orientation

ability

religion

role

vocalness
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“I am appalled the more I think about the failures of those in power in being 
present to discuss anything involving brown and black people especially involving 

grief and loss.”
GRIEF READINESS LAB PARTICIPANT

Reflecting on showing up vs. performative care
Activism isn’t about perfection or performance – it’s about education and 
endurance

REFLECTION QUESTION: Do you think your organization is showing up rather than 
performing? 

If so, how?                                                                                                                                             
                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

If not, what could you do personally to ensure that they are?                                                                                                                                             
                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                     

GRIEF IS NOT HELD EQUALLY IN OUR NATION
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Stages of Grief Readiness  
Navigating  grief and confronting life after loss is not a linear process; 
there’s no time stamp on someone’s grief. Still, it can be helpful to 
walk through what it’s like to be a grieving employee by breaking the 
experience down into phases. This allows us to understand what’s 
working and to identify what parts of your organization’s employee 

journey needs closer investigation. 

If you are experiencing [grief] yourself, you may have a better understanding of 
what you are going through or what you are internalizing,to better understand your 
emotions and not think that something’s wrong with you; because everyone goes 

through it at some point in their life.
PAT SANBORN 

State Health and Wellness Coordinator, Carson City, Nevada 

Get ready Welcome back Equip & engage Keep it up

Put clear protocols, 
training and cultural 
norms in place 
to make sure our 
organizations aren’t 
caught off by a loss. 

Both humanize and 
standardize the way 
you welcome an 
employee back.

Equip teams to foster 
psychological safety, 
and minimize the 
absenteeism that 
comes with times of 
hardship.

Create a culture of 
ongoing support, not 
just in times of crisis.
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Here’s a deep dive into each of the four phases, with 
reflection questions for you and your team to answer 
together.

1. GET READY:
Put clear protocols, training, and cultural norms in place to minimize the negative 
impacts of your organization being unprepared for a loss. 

STARTING QUESTION: 
Name one policy or structure (formal or informal) that your organization already has in place to 
support grieving employees. How are grieving employees identified? Whose role is it to carry it 
out? Does it happen consistently?

DEEPER DIVE QUESTIONS:

1. What policies or support systems do we have in place? 

2. Are those policies being followed? Are the benefits well known and being used? Is there any 
inequity in how these benefits are being administered or received? 

3. Do we feel confident that everyone in management roles could gracefully support and engage 
an employee who was struggling?

4. Do we know what’s legally required in my state, or industry standard with peers/competitors? 
What are other organizations doing? 

5. Is our leadership team recognizing that Grief Readiness in the workplace is a priority? If not, 
how can we be stronger internal champions?

2. WELCOME BACK:
These next questions will guide you toward both humanizing and standardizing 
the way you welcome an employee back from a loss-experience.

STARTING QUESTION: 
Is there a consistent way that death losses are honored in your staff? If so, what is it? If not, how 
has it differed across different circumstances? 

STAGES OF GRIEF READINESS

https://www.employmentlawhandbook.com/leave-laws/bereavement-leave-laws/
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DEEPER DIVE QUESTIONS:

1. In the event of someone taking leave or experiencing a loss, what will we communicate right 
away to the employee, the leadership team, their colleagues, their clients? What do they want 
us to communicate vs. them?

2. How will we handle the work they were supposed to do? How do we set expectations with 
other teammates? 

3. Is there a small budget for a gift or other gesture so we can let them know the team has their 
back?

4. How would we respond if this person were: more senior, had more tenure, were higher paid, a 
different gender or race? Is our re-entry plan equitable? 

5. Is this a loss experience that qualifies someone for paid leave? When can they use it? If not, in 
what instances does our organization override or extend the policy to offer additional days off? 

3. ENGAGE AND EQUIP: 
Equip teams with grief sensitivity, and minimize the absenteeism that comes with 
times of loss.

STARTING QUESTION: 
How is workload shifted, if at all, for someone who’s experienced a death loss? How is that 
communicated to colleagues who may be taking on an additional load? 

DEEPER DIVE QUESTIONS:

1. Does this person’s manager have the bandwidth/ability to have a conversation with them, and 
distribute work as needed? What decision-making power do they have? 

2. Do managers have a resource they can turn to for support? 

3. Is there a different role that might be better suited for this person during this time?

4. How can you continue to instill confidence? 

5. How and how often will you check-in? In-person? Email?

STAGES OF GRIEF READINESS
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As with any issue, the people lower on the socioeconomic ladder are going to 
be less supported in Grief Readiness. The cold nature of the beast is that money 

is going to be diverted to where the need is most urgent. Unfortunately, what that 
ends up being in a grief event is a short-term fix, or a triage. It’s  “what can we do for 
two weeks”, and then the grieving person  is left to  their own devices. Whereas, in a 
resourced program, support is sustained long-term. There’s follow-up, a sustained 
program, people can get help for many months. There are records, and full-time 

counselors, in comparison to schools with meager resources.  
TIM LEA 

Suicide Prevention Educator, Buckelew Programs, Novato, CA

4. KEEP IT UP: 
Create a culture of ongoing support, not just in times of crisis.

STARTING QUESTION: 
Are there any systems in place to check in on employees following a known death loss? 

DEEPER DIVE QUESTIONS: 

1. How will you continue to stay connected with them? Can you set a reminder in your calendar 
to contact them on significant dates, or after a certain amount of time? 

2. How will you celebrate wins and give continual feedback?

3. How can peer support be cultivated between people who are struggling? 

4. How will you check in with other teammates who had to absorb more work, and show your 
appreciation? 

5. What would you do differently next time? How can you continually improve your responses? 

STAGES OF GRIEF READINESS
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Talk to your team: 
Chances are, some of the questions above may have been stumpers. We recommend having 
conversations with staff members of different tenures, experience levels identities, and roles to 
hear what it’s truly like to be a grieving employee within your organization. Do not simply rely on 
your own gut response, as you are then only reacting as someone with your particular privileges 
and biases. 

Here are some questions to guide your research conversations: 
• What are you observing about what it’s like to be an acutely grieving person in your 

organization?

• What resources are available to them? 

• What policies are in place? 

• Who is responsible for shifting their workload? Communicating to the team? Checking in 
on them? 

• What are you observing about how colleagues interact with acutely grieving colleagues?

• In what way is your organization not fully grief-ready? (i.e. In our organization, we’re not fully 
grief-ready because …) 

• What might have to change in order to properly address this? (i.e. Wouldn’t it be amazing if … ?)

• To get started on this idea, what is actionable in the next 6 months? (i.e. I can start working on 
this by …)

Do Your Research

My organization emphasizes “worker wellness” but when I recently asked for 
bereavement leave it took four follow-ups for me to get a response.” 

GRIEF READINESS PARTICIPANT
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Talk to other organizations:
One of our participants, Tim Lea, recommends talking to comparable 
organizations to get a sense of what their programs and policies are. 

Our HR director is starting with some research, seeing what other comparable 
organizations are doing. I was surprised to hear that many other organizations do 
have much more robust programs than us. It’s been an important step before we 

start implementing anything new. 
TIM LEA 

Suicide Prevention Educator, Buckelew Programs, Novato, CA

REFLECTION QUESTION: What are three to five other organizations I can contact to 
learn more about their bereavement policies? 

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                   

DO YOUR REASEARCH
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This directly relates to how equipped the manager feels to address grief in the 
workplace, and currently depends on factors like:  
• Whether a manager has experienced a loss themselves and may be more empathetic

• Whether they’ve been in their role longer and know what resources are available or what rules 
are malleable

• The day-to-day relationship between manager and employee 

How can we initiate better conversations with grieving members of our team, and instead of 
avoiding the elephant, address it with consideration and respect? Here are some basic principles 
we recommend keeping in mind and practicing. 

Ten Principles to Guide Conversation with Grieving 
Employees:

#1 Be conscious of time and place 
Surprising someone with a conversation checking in on their mental and emotional health is an 
alarming experience for the employee. It’s important to give folks a heads up that a conversation 
is coming, so that they can find privacy, and be prepared. At the least, we should get their consent 
before asking them to open up. Start with, “Is this an okay time to check in on how you’re doing in 
relation to your loss?” instead of, “While we’re on the phone, I noticed you have been missing some 
deadlines. How are you dealing with your grief?”

#2 Stay away from cliche sayings & attitudes
It can be easy to turn to phrases like, “There’s always a silver lining,” or, “Things happen for a 
reason,” or the other stuff you read on generic greeting cards. But from our experience, that tends to 
frustrate people. We also know that saying nothing at all can be worse than saying the wrong thing. 
Even a shift as simple as “How are you doing ... today?” can be a powerful way to start a conversation. 

Managing Through Loss  
In conversations with grieving employees, we’ve heard repeatedly that 
two people at the same organization, same tenure, salary, position, 
and department can have wildly different grief experiences at work 

depending on one factor: who their manager is. 
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#3 Offer support that’s specific
We have all heard the saying, or have ourselves said, “Let me know if there’s anything you need, or 
any way I can help.” and then the end of the conversation. We suggest offering specific ways you 
might support a grieving colleague or employee. For example, asking whether they want a muffin 
or not with the coffee you’re already grabbing for them, or offering to  take notes in a meeting so 
that they can follow up later. The more specific, the better. 

#4 Identify their options, but reaffirm their agency
While we want to enter a conversation with a specific plan in mind, or with a list of the person’s 
options available, it’s also critical we give our team the agency to choose. What helps one person 
might be detrimental to another. One person might want to keep their head down and continue 
working at their desk, while another will need to work from home. A third employee might need to 
shift work altogether to something that allows them to work independently while they regroup. At 
the end of the day, we are each our own best experts.

# 5 Knowing less is more
Remember, you can have a conversation that checks in on employee’s professional needs without 
touching on any of the details about their personal lives. You aren’t their therapist and you’re not 
(necessarily) their best friend. You only need to know that something is going on and only to the 
degree it is relevant. Here’s a question we recommend using to start the conversation, if you get 
the sense someone doesn’t want to talk about the personal details. 

“I don’t need to know the details, I just need to know if something going on, and 
what you need in this time to make sure no balls get dropped.”

#6 Avoid advice giving or assuming you know what’s best for them
It is our natural instinct as human beings and as professionals to want to fix things, or to think 
back to what’s worked for us when we’ve been in similar situations. But that can often turn into 
projection, which prohibits us from recognizing the uniqueness of each person’s situation. What 
we want to do is ask the kinds of questions that can help an employee get clear on what’s best for 
them, without driving towards a specific agenda. Even if you’ve also experienced a loss and want 
to relate, it’s best to not compare situations or advise unless they ask for it. 

MANAGING THROUGH LOSS
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#7 Listen and ask open & honest questions
We recommend asking open and honest questions that don’t drive towards a specific agenda or 
satisfy a personal curiosity, but that help the individual come to hear their own truth on the topic. 
So, consider questions that shift from the first set, to the second. 

FROM: TO: 

“Why haven’t you … ” “How can I, as a manager, be most supportive 
to you right now?”

“Why didn’t you respond to the 
card I sent you …”

“This must be really hard. How do you want 
me to let the team know?”

“I can’t believe you’re …” “At the moment, what’s the best way for us to 
check in about all of this?”

#8 Erase the pity face and instill confidence
“You poor thing!” 

“I can’t believe you’re already back at work!” 

“You look terrible!” 

While these phrases might sound sympathetic, and may come from a place of care, they’re very 
rarely helpful. What we hear is that comments from colleagues that help restore confidence 
go much farther than comments of pity. For example, a loss can jeopardize a family’s financial 
security for numerous reasons. If appropriate, finding ways to reinforce that they’re doing great 
(all things considered), can go a long way toward helping someone regain a sense of ease and 
control in an otherwise chaotic time.  

So instead try: 

“Great addition in that meeting.”  

“I heard your presentation went really well.

“That was great. Can you show me how you did that?”

If someone is at risk of losing their job, by all means don’t build false confidence, but instead find 
ways to deliver clear feedback and expectations and see where they can meet you. 

MANAGING THROUGH LOSS
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#9 Make a plan and follow up
Way too often, the last time someone checks in with an employee on their grief is also the 
first time. Set a calendar reminder to check back in, even if it’s just a quick email or a note on 
someone’s desk letting them know you’re thinking of them and offering them specific support. 
Oftentimes death anniversaries, holidays, and other big days can be grief triggers, so be sensitive 
to those times in months and the year to come. 

#10 Ask yourself, how would an employee’s experience differ if they were different 
in their…race, age, tenure, seniority, location, gender, sexual orientation, ability, 
religion, role, or vocalness?
Last, but not least—and, in fact, last and the most—we must examine how the way we show up for 
grieving employees is informed by their identity, earnings, title, etc. Would I be having the same 
conversation/offering the same amount of help/sharing the same resources if this person was 
of a different skin color, loss type, age, tenure? Bias creeps into grief. Be aware of yours, and act 
accordingly. 

MANAGING THROUGH LOSS

BEING THERE IN THE WORKPLACE: 

Interested in a guidebook to help your team show 
up for grieving colleagues? Download our Being 
There in the Workplace Guide, available here. 

https://thedinnerparty.us8.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=cc749ea1ec4f24e478505e2bd&id=886c42dcc5
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MANAGING THROUGH LOSSMANAGING THROUGH LOSS

Reflection Section: 
Which of these ten principles do you want to focus on improving? 
                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

What are two additional principles you would add to this list? 
# 1 1 :                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                    

# 1 2 :                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                    

To discuss with your team: How could managers in your organization be better equipped 
to support grieving employees you supervise?
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Here are some of the themes that emerged in conversation about how we as care providers care 
for ourselves. 

Know your red flags.
One of the participants brought up the importance of knowing our own tells, or red flags, when 
we’re nearing burnout. What are the physical, social, emotional, and mental signs that show us we 
need to back down, or care for ourselves? It’s important we identify them before we’re past the 
point of burnout. 

Lead by example. 
Oftentimes, employees don’t take advantage of grief resources that are available. As mental health 
leaders, we need to walk-the-talk of care by reaching for support when we need it, too. Our 
vulnerability will allow others to follow suit. 

Normalize conversations about care. 
“There were deep gratitude moments hearing Pat Sanborn share her story, so you can see how this 
plays out in real life. When you put a face to an experience it becomes very real. Just hearing the 
conversations confirming what I’ve been advocating for, that’s where the most benefit for me came 
from.”  
Amy Castellanos | Project Aware Coordinator, Phoenix, AZ

Caring for Yourself, 
While Caring for Others  

Participants attended the Lab as mental health professionals 
committed to supporting educators, students, and others in school 

ecosystems in times of need. 

But we’re all human beings, too, grieving our own losses. 
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REFLECTION QUESTION: Describe a time when you learned a lesson in caring for 
yourself while caring for others. What was your takeaway? 

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                     

Continued Reading:
One of our sessions featured Pat Sanborn (State Health and Wellness Coordinator in Carson City, 
Nevada), speaking on how she tends to her own grief while also supporting the mental health of 
others. Read a letter she wrote for School Mental Health Crisis Leadership Lessons.

Leaning In and Leading Out to Renew: A Story of Holding Grief Personally and 
Professionally, Together

Continued listening:
“Burnout and How to Complete the Stress Cycle.” An interview between Brene 
Brown and Drs. Emily and Amelia Nagoski. Listen here.

CARING FOR YOURSELF, WHILE CARING FOR OTHERS

https://cars-rp.org/_MHTTC/docs/SMH-Crisis-Leadership-Lessons-Guide.pdf
https://brenebrown.com/podcast/brene-with-emily-and-amelia-nagoski-on-burnout-and-how-to-complete-the-stress-cycle/
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Crafting Your Grief 
Readiness Plan 

What’s your plan to bring more equity and proactiveness into how 
your organization responds to grief?

Use this questionnaire to clarify which piece of the puzzle you want to start with. Fill 
this out on your own, or with colleagues who are also interested in Grief Readiness. 

Share your ideas with us at atwork@thedinnerparty.org. 

THE PROBLEM:  What specific grief-related problem do I want to solve? Where are we 
feeling a lack of Grief Readiness the most? (e.g. employees unaware of existing grief resources, 
managers shouldering too much when a member of their team is grieving)

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                     

WHAT:  What is my idea for how to make my organization more Grief-Ready? (e.g. a training 
for managers to be more grief equipped, updating grief resources available to staff, a 
consistent way of commemorating and memorializing the death of a campus member) 

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

mailto:atwork@thedinnerparty.org
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WHY:  What is my objective? Why am I trying to implement this plan?

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

WHO: Who is this plan going to impact? Who needs to be involved?

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

WHEN:  When can I begin? What are the milestones?

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

CRAFTING YOUR GRIEF READINESS PLAN
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HOW: What resources do I need to move this idea forward? What stakeholders do I need to 
recruit? What are the blocks in my way?

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

I’LL KNOW I’M SUCCESSFUL WHEN: What goals do I have? How will you know I’ve been 
successful?

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

ANYTHING ELSE?

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                    

CRAFTING YOUR GRIEF READINESS PLAN
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Crafting Your Bereavement 
Leave Policy  

Here are some of the factors to consider as you craft your own 
bereavement leave policy, adapted from the “The Employer’s Guide to 

Setting Up a Bereavement Leave Policy” by Gusto.

What’s required in my state? 
There are no federal bereavement leave laws requiring employers to offer paid or unpaid time off 
and the vast majority of states don’t have bereavement laws in place.

The exceptions are: 
• Oregon, which requires that employers with 25 or more employees in Oregon in the current 

or previous year offer bereavement leave. That leave is up to two weeks, and it must be taken 
within 60 days of when the employee learned of the death. Oregon doesn’t, however, require 
the leave to be paid. Employees qualify for bereavement leave if they have worked at least 180 
calendar days and an average of 25 hours a week before taking the leave.

• Washington state, which requires all employers to provide bereavement leave under the state’s 
paid sick leave laws. 

• Illinois has a more limited law: Illinois’ Child Bereavement Leave Act requires employers with at 
least 50 employees to provide up to 10 work days of unpaid leave upon the loss of a child.

If there aren’t state requirements, what should my 
employer offer?
Most employers include bereavement leave in some capacity. According to a report by the Society 
for Human Resource Management (SHRM) , 88% of employers offer paid bereavement leave for 
their full-time employees. Of those employers, the average length of leave offered is one to four 
days, depending on the employee’s relationship with the deceased.

https://gusto.com/blog/people-management/bereavement-leave
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/business-solutions/Documents/Paid-Leave-Report-All-Industries-All-FTEs.pdf
https://www.shrm.org/ResourcesAndTools/business-solutions/Documents/Paid-Leave-Report-All-Industries-All-FTEs.pdf
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CRAFTING YOUR BEREAVEMENT LEAVE POLICY

If you choose to adopt a bereavement leave policy, it’s important that you communicate it to your 
employees clearly and in writing. That way, there aren’t any surprises when someone wants to use 
it. If you decide to set up a policy, make sure it includes answers to common questions. Clearly 
explain the following:

• What bereavement leave is and how an employee would qualify to take it (for instance, in the 
case of an immediate family member’s death)

• How many days are available for bereavement leave and if the days can be taken non-
consecutively

• If paid and/or unpaid leave are available—and how much of each 

• In the case of paid leave for shift workers with variable rates of pay (like higher rates for night 
shifts), clarification on rate of pay during the leave

• If verification of loss (such as a funeral home notice or published obituary) is required 

• How to request leave and track the time accordingly

• If extended leave is an option, provide clarity on whether any benefits a

• re paused (e.g. a vesting schedule)

You’ll need to create your company’s leave policy based on any applicable state laws,the needs of 
your employees, and what you can realistically offer. If you currently don’t have a plan in place and 
are looking to create one, you may want to poll your workers to see what an ideal policy would 
look like.

Who is considered immediate family for bereavement leave?
Generally, any of the following could be considered immediate family:

• Spouse or domestic partner

• Parents and stepparents

• Children and stepchildren

• Grandparents

• Grandchild

• A spouse or domestic partner’s immediate family member

That said, unless you’re governed by state bereavement leave laws, you’re free to set your own 
definition of an immediate family, and you can even allow for other close relatives. Ensure that 
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CRAFTING YOUR BEREAVEMENT LEAVE POLICY

your policy’s definition of family is broad and inclusive of all employees and their families. (For 
example, be sure that your definition of family includes domestic partners and their immediate 
family.)  This template from SHRM can serve as a guide, and The Human Rights Campaign 
Foundation is a resource to help ensure that policies are equitable for LGBTQ employees. 

Resources during and after bereavement
In addition to time off work, you may consider offering additional  resources and support, such as:

• Remote work. If an employee must travel to attend a funeral or manage arrangements, you may 
want to offer remote working opportunities if possible.

• Flexible hours. Estate-related tasks tend to be easier to handle during normal business hours. 
If you’re able to offer flexible hours for a few weeks after an employee returns from leave, this 
may be a welcome benefit.

• Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs). Employee Assistance Programs generally offer a broad 
range of support resources, from grief counseling to legal services.  

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/tools-and-samples/policies/pages/cms_006397.aspx
https://gusto.com/blog/team-management/employee-assistance-program
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This work of becoming Grief-Ready, like the work of grieving, is a process. This work of 
recognizing where we need to deepen in our humanity, as well as clarify our communication 
around supporting the grieving people around us, and the grieving person inside of us, is ongoing. 
We are all works in progress when it comes to showing up well—for ourselves, and for our teams.

So if you finish this Lab report with more questions bubbling than crystal clear answers, you’re 
exactly where you need to be. We need more spaces where we can pause, become aware of what 
needs improving, and then start to plot our path forward. 

Where Do I Go From Here?  
Grief Readiness, like grief itself, is not a checkbox 

or a one-and-done process.

While our focus in the Lab has been on acute grief, the loss of  
someone significant is not healed, fixed, cleaned up, and forgotten 

after year one. 

[Grief Readiness] is a long game. This isn’t a short, check the box type thing.  
You have to look long term. We have to be okay that this work happens in 

incremental changes over time. Just keep highlighting the benefits of this work.  
Yes it’s long, yes it’s tedious and requires incremental changes. But the health of 

your employees is the benefit.
AMY CASTELLANOS 

Project Aware Coordinator, Arizona
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Commitments from participants:
Want some inspiration on what next steps are? Here are commitments from the 
Lab received in a follow up survey: 

Will be talking with the team to see how we can implement some protocols for our small team 
and reach out for keynote speakers to present during in service for staff and interns.

I am committing to doing more research on the topic but also take the necessary breaks. I am 
committed to bringing this topic to my team at my district in the hopes that it will infiltrate all 
sites in the district. 

To identify where I am able to make changes within the various organizations I work in whether 
private sector, or nonprofit and in community forums I am involved in.

To collaborate with other like-minded people to develop a presentation for my supervisor, 
our superintendent, and the school board about the need to address Grief Readiness and our 
district grief policies and processes.

Speak up. 

Engage others in a brave conversation about grief to gather perceptions and open up the space 
for sharing.

Reflection Section: 
My commitment to myself is:                                                                                                                                              
                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                     

My commitment to my team is:                                                                                                                                              
                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                     

What is your “most elegant next step”?                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                                                  

An elegant step is one that 
acknowledges what is known and 
unknown, and what the capacity 

of this group actually is. An elegant 
step allows humility, allows people 

to say ‘actually we need to do some 
research’ or ‘actually we need to 

talk to some folks not in this room’ or 
‘actually we need a full day to build 
this plan out into something realistic 
and attainable’. In any conversation 

– and i would say in any moment 
in life – there is a next elegant step 
– one that is possible and strategic 
based on who is taking it and where 
they are trying to go. Find it and you 

cannot fail.
ADRIENNE MARIE BROWN 

Author of emergent strategy and 
pleasure activism

WHERE DO I GO FROM HERE?
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Additional Resources:

PARTNER RESOURCES:
MHTTC  
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/grief-sensitivity-virtual-learning-institute
• Responding to COVID-19 Grief, Loss, and Bereavement

• Tools for Educators during a mental health crisis

• School Mental Health Crisis Leadership Lessons: Voices of Experience from Leaders in the Pacific Southwest Region

Coalition to Support Grieving Students

School Crisis Recovery & Renewal Resources

Grief in the Workplace, from the The Grief Recovery Method

National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement
• Supporting grieving students during a pandemic

• Virtual Memorials During the COVID-19 Pandemic. School Crisis Center. 

• Helping peers cope with crisis and loss during pandemic

• Presentation for educators and other school staff:  When school starts back. 

• GSSI Virtual Training: Presentation for school mental health professionals: When School Starts Back

National Association of School Psychologists (NASP): 

• Responding to Death in the COVID-19 Context: Guidelines for Administrators and Crisis Teams. 

SELECT ARTICLES: 
Grief in General 
• Forneret, A. How People Of Color Can Experience Grief Differently Than White People. Huffington Post. April 21, 

2020.

• Gilbert A. Every Pandemic Death Leaves Behind a Circle of Grief. The New York Times. April 12, 2021.

Workplace Grief
• Berinato, S. That Discomfort You’re Feeling is Grief. March 23, 2020.Harvard Business Review.

• Gaskell, A. Miscarriages: The Costly Workplace Taboo. Forbes. April 21, 21.

• Petriglieri, G and Maitlis, S. When a Colleague is Grieving. Harvard business review. July, 2019. 

• Pliner, E. Lessons From Leading Through Loss. Forbes. April 21, 20.

https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/products-resources-catalog
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/products-resources-catalog
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/grief-sensitivity-virtual-learning-institute
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/global-mhttc/responding-covid-19-grief-loss-and-bereavement
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/northeast-caribbean-mhttc/product/tools-educators-during-public-health-crisis
https://mhttcnetwork.org/centers/pacific-southwest-mhttc/product/school-mental-health-crisis-leadership-lessons-voices
https://grievingstudents.org/
https://schoolcrisishealing.org/school-crisis-recovery-renewal-resources/
https://www.griefrecoverymethod.com/blog/2017/07/grief-workplace.
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/2861_0420-COVID-19-CRD-Supporting-Grieving-Students-Coalition_v4__April-10-2020.pdf.
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Guidelines-Virtual-Memorials.pdf.
https://vimeo.com/462665443
https://vimeo.com/438015393
https://vimeo.com/454218020
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center/crisis-and-mental-health-resources/responding-to-death-in-the-covid-19-context-guidelines-for-administrators-and-crisis-teams
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center/crisis-and-mental-health-resources/responding-to-death-in-the-covid-19-context-guidelines-for-administrators-and-crisis-teams
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/people-of-color-grief_l_6030100ec5b6cc8bbf3b8a34
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/people-of-color-grief_l_6030100ec5b6cc8bbf3b8a34
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/12/opinion/covid-death-grief.html.
https://hbr.org/2020/03/that-discomfort-youre-feeling-is-grief
https://www.forbes.com/sites/adigaskell/2021/05/02/miscarriages-the-costly-workplace-taboo/?sh=4c5b3b4a4d64
https://hbr.org/2019/07/when-a-colleague-is-grieving
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ericpliner/2021/04/21/lessons-from-leading-through-loss/?sh=7f2b474f513e
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• Roberts L. and McCluney C. and Thomas, E., and Kim M. How U.S. Companies Can Support Employees of Color 
Through the Pandemic. May 22, 2020.

• Tigar, L. 7 Tips for Thoughtfully Dealing with Grief in the Workplace. Fast Company. February, 2021.

Grief in Schools
• Harmeet, K. Teachers Have Lost Colleagues to Covid-19 And Worry About Being Next. But, They Say, No One’s 

Listening. CNN. February 3, 2021.

• Nierenberg, A and Pasick A. The Impact of Teacher Deaths. They Have Shaken Communities and Upended the 
School Reopening Debate. New York Times. January 29, 2021. 

SELECT BOOKS:

For additional book recommendations, please visit The Dinner Party Lab’s 
Bookshop.org page. 

The Grieving Student: A Guide for Schools, Second Edition by David Schonfeld, MD, Marcia 
Quackenbush, MS, MFT, CHES

Healing Grief at Work: 100 Practical Ideas After your Workplace is Touched By Loss by 
Alan D. Wolfelt 

Grieving While Black, by Breeshia Wade:

The Dying Art of Leadership: How Leaders Can Help Grieving Employees Excel at Work, by 
Anthony & Guy Casablanca

Superhero Grief: The Transformative Power of Loss by Jill A. Harrington and Robert A. 
Neimeyer 

The Aftergrief: Finding Your Way Along the Long Arc of Loss by Hope Edelman

https://hbr.org/2020/05/how-u-s-companies-can-support-employees-of-color-through-the-pandemic
https://hbr.org/2020/05/how-u-s-companies-can-support-employees-of-color-through-the-pandemic
https://www.fastcompany.com/90601410/7-tips-for-thoughtfully-dealing-with-grief-in-the-workplace
https://www.cnn.com/2021/02/03/us/teachers-dying-covid-trnd/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2021/02/03/us/teachers-dying-covid-trnd/index.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/29/us/the-impact-of-teacher-deaths.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/29/us/the-impact-of-teacher-deaths.html
https://bookshop.org/shop/thedinnerpartyreads
https://bookshop.org/shop/thedinnerpartyreads
https://products.brookespublishing.com/The-Grieving-Student-P1244.aspx
https://products.brookespublishing.com/The-Grieving-Student-P1244.aspx
https://bookshop.org/books/healing-grief-at-work-1-100-practical-ideas-after-your-workplace-is-touched-by-loss/9781879651456
https://bookshop.org/books/healing-grief-at-work-1-100-practical-ideas-after-your-workplace-is-touched-by-loss/9781879651456
https://bookshop.org/books/grieving-while-black-an-antiracist-take-on-oppression-and-sorrow/9781623175511
https://bookshop.org/books/the-dying-art-of-leadership-how-leaders-can-help-grieving-employees-excel-at-work/9781098321178
https://bookshop.org/books/the-dying-art-of-leadership-how-leaders-can-help-grieving-employees-excel-at-work/9781098321178
https://bookshop.org/books/superhero-grief-the-transformative-power-of-loss-9780367145590/9780367145590
https://bookshop.org/books/superhero-grief-the-transformative-power-of-loss-9780367145590/9780367145590
https://bookshop.org/books/the-aftergrief-finding-your-way-along-the-long-arc-of-loss/9780399179785
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This product was prepared for the Pacific Southwest Mental Health Transfer Technology 
Center (PS MHTTC) under a cooperative agreement from the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). All  material appearing in this document, except that 
taken directly from copyrighted sources, is in the public  domain and may be reproduced or 
copied without permission from SAMHSA or the authors. Do not reproduce or distribute this 
presentation for a fee without specific, written authorization from the PS MHTTC. This starter kit 
will be posted on the PS MHTTC website.

This PS MHTTC project has a timeline running from 2019-2023 and is supported by SAMHSA of the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) as part of financial assistance award SU-17-
002. At the time of this writing, Miriam Delphin-Rittmon served as Assistant Secretary for Mental 
Health and Substance Use and Administrator of SAMHSA. The opinions expressed herein are the 
views of the editors and contributors, and do not reflect the official position of the Department 
of Health and Human Services (DHHS), or SAMHSA. No official support or endorsement of DHHS, 
SAMHSA, for the opinions described in this starter kit are intended or should be inferred. 

Citation of the source is appreciated. Suggested citation: Fernandez, C. editor (2022). School 
Mental Health Grief Readiness Lab- Pilot Program Recap Guide for the Pacific Southwest Mental 
Health Technology Transfer Center, SAMHSA, Washington, D.C.

Fernandez, C. editor (2022). School Mental Health Grief Readiness Lab- Pilot Program Recap.  
Guide for the Pacific Southwest Mental Health Technology Transfer Center, SAMHSA, Washington, 
D.C.
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ABOUT THE PS MHTTC: 
The Pacific Southwest MHTTC provides the school 
mental health workforce in the Region 9 states and 
territories, including: Arizona, California, Hawaii, 
Nevada, and U.S. Pacific Islands of American Samoa, 
Guam, Marshall Islands, Northern Mariana Islands, 
Federated States of Micronesia, and Palau. The 
Pacific Southwest MHTTC’s area of focus is on Youth 
and Young Adult Mental Health.

Our programs, coaching, and consulting focus on:

• State leadership (e.g., departments of education, 
child services, behavioral health)

• District, county, and local education leadership

• Professional school mental health associations 
(e.g., associations for school psychologists, 
school counselors, school nurses, school-based 
health centers)

• Community-based organizations that provide 
mental health services to school communities

• The Pacific Southwest MHTTC provides:

• Resources and connections to organizations 
(e.g., peers in the field)

• Consultation & thought-partnership calls 
with our specialists (see more about our 
team below)

• Virtual and in person trainings, workshops, 
and presentations

WORKPLACE RESILIENCE, AN 
INITIATIVE OF THE DINNER PARTY 
LABS
Workplace Resilience brings peer-to-peer support 
practices into organizations to better support 
employees who are struggling with loss. We 
reestablish trust after difficult times and use the 
shared experience to build a deeply connected, 
energized and effective culture. We work with 
organizations across sectors, of all sizes, essential 
and nonessential alike, to become more grief 

sensitive in how they approach company policies, 
management skills, and team culture. Whether 
the grief is arising from  a death loss, or just loss 
of normalcy during the COVID-19 pandemic, our 
focus is on creating workplaces and teams that are 
emotionally resilient through it all. Partners include 
Redfin, Banner Health, Warner Music Group, Good 
Shepherd Services and more. 

ABOUT THE DINNER PARTY LABS: 
Workplace Resilience is a project of The Dinner 
Party. The Dinner Party works to transform some 
of our hardest conversations and most isolating 
experiences into sources of community support, 
candid conversation, and forward movement using 
the age-old practice of breaking bread, and is home 
to The Dinner Party, a platform for grieving 20-
40 somethings to find peer community and build 
lasting relationships, currently active in more than 
100 cities and towns worldwide. 

THE END GOAL? 
Our goal is to give people self-permission to talk 
about things that we normally choose to hide, with 
others who have lived it, too. We foresee a day in 
which people find amidst their deepest struggle the 
source of their deepest strength by connecting with 
others who’ve been there too, in an environment 
that’s accessible and familiar, and marked by 
deep connections over time; a day in which grief 
is free of stigma and silence; and in which those 
who’ve lived through loss or hardship, whatever its 
form, are recognized not as objects of pity, but as 
better listeners and better leaders, characterized 
by profound empathy, resilience, agency, and a 
commitment to living a life of meaning.

Special thanks to David J Schonfeld, MD, FAAP, 
the Director, National Center for School Crisis and 
Bereavement of Children’s Hospital Los Angeles 
for advising on the School Mental Health Grief 
Readiness Lab.

About
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Contributors

Special thanks
ADVISORS AND 
CONTRIBUTORS:
Ingrid Severson, PS MHTTC Program 
Manager

Livia Rojas, MSW, PS MHTTC School 
Mental Health Program Manager

Leora Wolf Prusan, EdD, School 
Mental Health Lead and Specialist

Joanne Bloom, PS MHTTC Distance 
Learning and Technology Manager

Sundari Malcolm, Director of BIPOC 
Wellbeing, Workplace Resilience 

Justin Thongsavanh, Program 
Manager, Workplace Resilience

STARTER KIT 
INTERVIEWEES:
Amy Castellanos, Project Aware 
Coordinator, Phoenix, AZ

Carla Quintero, Regional Mental 
Health Coordinator, Orange County, 
CA

Jason Gant, Behavioral & Mental 
Health Consultant, Oakland, CA

Pat Sanborn, State Health and 
Wellness Coordinator, Carson City, 
Nevada 

Tim Lea, Suicide Prevention Educator, 
Buckelew Programs, Novato, CA

Adrianna Rascon

Aida Wells

Amber Maciass

Angeline Thomas

Antonette Labausa

April Jones

Ashley Carrasco

Azucena Gutierrez

Benjamin Gatliff

Bobby Cruz

Bonny Lynn Cruz

Brittany Castellanos

Canada Taylor Parker

Christina Castro

Colusa God

Cornelea Coffman

Crisy Perkins

Cynthia Howard

Daena Escamilla

Daniela Rivera

Dawn Redmond

Denise Black

Elaine Dove

Erika Kyte

Ernesto Lopez

Esther Yepez

Goli Hooshvar

Heather Ayers-Cluff

Helen Huang

Jakeline Cortez

James Armour

Janny Wong

Jasmine Troop

Jenny Claypool

Jessica Rekate

John Gallups

Josiah Kyonka

Joy Hohnstine

Kari Hollands

Karin Jinbo

Katrina Lee

Kean Flowers

Keeli Killian

Kerri Fowler

Kimberly Romero

Kristen Batchelder

Kristy Taise

Lara Herman

Laura Vazquez Moreno

Lauran Waters-Cherry

Lee Porscha Moore

Leola Reaves

Lindsay Pennetta

Lizbeth Serna

Lorri Bolton

Luisa Moeller

Lydia Valenzuela

Maria Cabanillas

Maria M. Alvarado

Martha Martinez-Espinoza

Mary Cardenas

Mary Hocog

Thanks to our participants who are making the time in busy lives to prioritize 
Grief Readiness in their workplaces.  

Pacific Southwest School Mental Health Grief 
Readiness Lab Fall/Winter 2021 Participants:
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Pacific Southwest School Mental Health Grief 
Readiness Lab Spring 2021 Participants:

Fall/Winter 
Participants 
Continued:

Alec Marentic

Alexis David

Allie Mink

Alva Alvarez

Amelia Azzam

Amy Castellanos

Angie Graham

April Jones

Carla Quintero

Carrie Manning

Celeste Lopez

Christina Rocha

Crisol Jimenez

Cynthia Silva

David Schonfeld

Emily Grijalva

Erin Burdex

Giuliana Valdovinos

Golnoush Hooshvar

Gretchen Grant

Ivon Perez

Jason Gant

Jessica Lopez

Karen Leal

Kimberly Ann Koranda

Mary T. Schmitz

Maryam Gibson

Melissa Hannah

Melissa Harris

Nary Dunajski

Nicolle Perras

Norma Ramos-Castillo

Pooja Gupta

Robin Valencia

Rosalba Gonzalez

Rufina Porras

Sadie Ashraf

Sandra Dunkin

Sativa Fisher

Shalei Aoki

Sharon Winkelmann

Simal Ozen Irmak

Stephanie Racca

Suzana Lachmann

Suzanne Weist

Terez Henson

Theresa McCormick

Tina Borgman

Tomas Rodriguez

Vanessa Rios

Vannah Hocog

LaTasia Franklin

Leeane Knighton

Lovia Larkin

Mara Lyn Shane

Margie Johnson

Marisa Lloyd

May Nguyen

Melanie Mora

Michelle Powers

Monica Saldana

Monique Rodriguez

Pat Sanborn

Patty Sanborn

Rachel Flint

Rani Mammen

Rumi Nozue

Ruth Padilla-King

Shawn Slater

Siouxsie Calderon

Tim Lea

Todd C Parry

Toya Vick

Whitney Logue

Yesmina Luchsinger

Yezica Fisher
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