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Dedication

This dissertation is dedicated to those who have lost a loved one unexpectedly,
especially a death due to violence, and those who stood beside them as they walked
through the darkness of grief. Specifically, this dissertation was written in memory of
Andrew “Drew” Edwin Carpenter who died by gun violence on November 5, 2017 at the
age of 19 and in honor of his mother Julia Roberts. My dear friend Julia you have
endured more than any mother can imagine and yet continue to trust in God, put one foot
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pain you have supported others in their pain. What a testament to who you are and what
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forgotten. My hope is that this dissertation honors him, honors you, and honors all those

who are strong enough to care for those who are grieving.
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Abstract

EXPLORING GRIEF AND MOURNING IN WORK TEAMS: A
PHENOMENOLOGICAL MULTI-CASE STUDY
Ashley L. Kutach
Dissertation Chair: Judy Sun, Ph.D.

The University of Texas at Tyler
October 2019

The purpose of this research study was to explore the experiences of team
members when a fellow team member returns to work after the unexpected death of a
loved one. The participants in the study gave accounts of their personal experiences, and
the overall team experiences, following a team member’s return to work. The goal of the
study was to investigate these experiences to provide insight that is not available in
current literature.

This research was a phenomenological multi-case study based on six theoretical
literature foundations: grief dual process model, social support model, team-member
exchange theory, social network theory, group social capital theory, and conservation of
resources (COR) theory. Research and interview questions were developed from these
six theories and theoretical models to uncover how team members and teams experienced
the impacts of grief within the context of a work team. The researcher conducted
qualitative interviews with each participant, allowing participants to express their

feelings, thoughts, and experiences. The interviews were transcribed, coded, and

Vi



analyzed to reveal themes in the data. A summary of the findings was included for the
reader. Findings were discussed including implications for theory, research, and practice.
In conclusion, limitations of the study were disclosed and future research opportunities
were revealed.

Keywords: grief, mourning, bereavement, teams, unexpected death, social
support, resources, work
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Chapter One
Introduction
A Contextual Story

November 5, 2017 is a day | will never forget. As I rushed around the house
packing to head to Georgia for a business trip, | missed a text from a dear friend of mine.
When | noticed the text about 30 minutes later, | stood in disbelief at the message which
read, “Please pray! Someone shot and killed my baby.” I walked outside to catch my
breath in the chill of that early November morning as | dialed my friend, knowing a
tragedy was unfolding on the other end of the phone. When my friend answered the
phone, there was a deep wailing that is reserved for only the most painful, horrific
moments. My friend’s 19-year-old son had been shot and killed in the early morning
hours of November 5, 2017. A journey of grief and mourning began.

As a parent, my first thought was, “how will she survive this?” In the days that
followed, as | had time to process the situation as a Human Resource Development
(HRD) and Human Resource Management (HRM) professional, | thought often about
how people in her situation would transition back to work and how her co-workers would
help or hurt in the process, perhaps unknowingly. 1 also recalled other tragic situations in
the past such as a co-worker whose adult son accidentally shot and killed her grandson
while cleaning a gun after a hunting trip, my husband’s aunt whose teen daughter died by
accidental drug overdose, and the owner of a local childcare facility whose daughter

committed suicide. In all of these cases, the bereaved employee returned to work. |



wondered what they experienced upon their return and what their team experienced in the
days, weeks, and months after their return. | longed to find information that would
provide guidance to managers faced with helping an employee transition back to the
workplace after a tragic event such as the one my friend experienced, and guidance to
handle the possible impacts on the team as the grieving employee transitioned back.
Background to the Problem

According to US Bureau of Labor Statistics data, approximately 60% of
American adults work (United States Department of Labor, 2018). Considering that an
estimated 70% of American adults have experienced or will experience a traumatic event
at least once in their lives (“How to Manage Trauma”, 2019), workplaces are likely to
encounter employees experiencing trauma. The term “trauma” is defined as a highly
stressful event in someone’s life that causes intense stress, impacting the person’s
capability to cope (“How to Manage Trauma”, 2019). Examples of traumatic events
include, and are not limited to, events such as abuse, domestic violence, death of a loved
one, a medical diagnosis, or assault (“Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder”, 2019).

One of the most common type of traumatic events considered in the literature is
the death of a loved one, likely because of the number of people impacted by this type of
event. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2016), 2.7 million
people in America die each year, and each death closely impacts an average of 5 people.
It is estimated that at any given time, one in ten employees may be affected by
bereavement (McGuiness, 2009). Bereavement is the experience following the death of a
significant person in one’s life (Stroebe, Schut,& Stroebe, 2007). Chances are, many of

those people have returned to work and are faced with handling their grief due to



bereavement in the workplace. Grief is an overarching term that includes all thoughts,
emotions, and physical reactions to the traumatic event and can change from moment to
moment (Wolfelt, 2016). While grief is what a person is feeling or experiencing
internally, mourning is the expression of grief externally (Wolfelt, 2016). These external
actions of mourning are the behavioral elements displayed by the grieving team member,
which may be evident in the workplace.

Even more complicated than other experiences of the death of a loved one is the
unexpected death of a loved one. Unexpected deaths caused by sudden illness, homicide,
suicide, drug overdose, accident, or disaster are not uncommon in the United States.
Every day in the United States approximately 160 people die due to homicide or suicide
(Crosby, Mercy, & Houry, 2016). In 2010, according to an analysis of Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention data, the United States homicide rate was 7 times higher
than other high-income countries. There were more than 16,000 deaths due to homicide
in the United States in 2010. In addition, the suicide rate was twice as high as the
homicide rate in that same year. When compared to women, men had more than twice
the rate of unexpected death due to violence (Grinshteyn & Hemenway, 2016). When a
death is sudden and unexpected grief can be even more difficult. Peritraumatic distress,
which is a reaction of fear and horror to a traumatic event, is found to be key in the
development of complicated grief outcomes (Hargrave, Leathem, & Long, 2012).
Complicated grief is, “unusually severe and prolonged, and it impairs function in
important domains” (Shear, 2015, p. 154). When experiencing complicated grief, the
bereaved experiences intense emotional pain and may be consumed with memories of the

deceased loved one. Approximately 2 to 3% of the world’s population is affected by



complicated grief, and that percentage increases when the deceased is a close loved one
who was lost unexpectedly (Shear, 2015). When an employee returns to work while
grieving, or even more challenging while experiencing complicated grief, from the
organizational perspective there may be possible impacts including significant financial
impacts.

Hazen (2009) indicated that in the United States alone, companies are losing as
much as $75.1 billion annually due to grief causing lack of focus, errors, and accidents.
Grieving employees often have trouble remembering information and may not be able to
concentrate on work tasks (Gibson, Gallagher, & Jenkins, 2010). And while some
grievers say that concentration and memory improved over time after their return to
work, most report that their cognitive abilities never returned to pre-grief state (Gibson,
Gallagher, & Jenkins, 2010). It is not difficult to understand how intense grief and
mourning make working effectively difficult or impossible.

Yet, despite the potential financial impact of workplace grief, how grief is
recognized and handled in the workplace is not often considered (Vickers, 2009). At this
time, there are not specific legal requirements in the United States for employers to grant
time off for grieving and mourning. The United States Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA)
of 1938 (FLSA 29, USC 201) regulates pay and other areas to ensure fair employment
practices, but it does not regulate time off for illness or bereavement after the death of a
loved one (United States Department of Labor, 2011). The Family and Medical Leave
Act (FMLA) will allow for time off in cases of a serious illness that makes the employee

unable to work; however, the time off is limited and unpaid (United States Department of



Labor, 1993). Accordingly, it is at the discretion of employers to determine if and how
much time off is provided.

A 2016 review of bereavement policies found that on average, organizations
provide four days of bereavement leave to their employees after the death of a spouse or
child, three days of leave for the death of other relatives such as grandchildren, siblings,
parents, and grandparents, two days of leave for a miscarriage or the death of a spouse’s
relative, one day of leave for a death of extended family members, and zero days of leave
for the death of a friend or colleague or other traumatic event (SHRM, 2016). Grieving
though is a much longer process than just a few days (Lee, Read, & Markham, 2018).

Moreover, when an employee experiences the death of a loved one and then
returns to the workplace, the employee, the team members, and managers are all faced
with dealing with the impact of the employee’s grief. The number of organizations
utilizing work teams has increased rapidly over the past few decades and organizations
have shifted from individual work to individuals working collectively toward common
goals (Mathieu, Hollenbeck, van Knippenberg, & llgen, 2017). Since most team
members and managers are likely not grief counselors, they will need guidance on what
to say and not say and what to do and not do to provide support to the grieving employee
and each other. It is likely that most human resource professionals, team members, and
managers lack the understanding of the impact grief and mourning have on employees in
the workplace, not to mention a lack of knowledge on how to provide support to those

helping them handle the grief process (Tehan & Thompson, 2013).



Statement of the Problem

Close to 2.5 million Americans die each year leaving behind family, friends, and
colleagues to grieve their loss (Friedman, 2012). Cultural beliefs of the lay public and
some medical experts view grief as a natural and normal response to loss (Friedman,
2012; Pomeroy, 2011). The death of a family member, friend, or colleague unexpectedly
can cause escalated trauma and lead to grieving beyond what may be considered normal
(Pomeroy, 2011). Grief is a personal experience that will vary from person to person, but
often includes complex feelings of anger, distress and sorrow mixed with memories that
prompt laughter and joy (Berzoff, 2011). According to Berzoff (2011), “grief,
bereavement, and mourning are multidimensional, depending on the nature of the loss,
the ways it was metabolized, the ways in which the loss shapes the self and the
representation of the other” (p. 262).

While knowledge about death, dying and grief has advanced significantly in the
past several decades, even social workers who often strive to assist those grieving due to
their jobs have a need for continuing education to become better equipped to provide
bereavement care (Pomeroy, 2011). More research is needed especially for grief due to
traumatic losses which can lead to many difficult outcomes such as depression,
complicated grief, anxiety, relationship troubles, and health problems (Pomeroy, 2011).

Not only does loss occur in various forms and manifest in different ways to
different people, it occurs in every age group, population, and context (Pomeroy &
Garcia, 2011). Workplaces are just one context in which bereavement and grief may be
experienced (Tehan & Thompson, 2013). According to Hazen (2009), “No workplace

can escape grief” (p. 290). Grieving though is usually viewed as a personal and private



endeavor (Worden, 2008). When people return to the workplace still grieving and
mourning, they may not be able to compartmentalize their personal grief while at work.
How they respond and react will likely permeate every aspect of their life, including their
work life (O’Connor, Watts, Bloomer, & Larkins, 2010). When the person is employed,
work is one of many aspects of life that is very likely to be impacted by grief. It is likely
that the team member may not be able to leave their grief aside because grief cannot be
turned on and off on-demand (Chichester & Janney, 2018).

Returning to work “is often a marker of trying to resume normal activity
following a period of traumatic upheaval” (Gibson et al., 2010, p. 501). However, people
may return to work while still in the early stages of grief and grieving individuals are
often unable to function well in the workplace (Chichester & Janney, 2018; Little, 2010).
It is socially expected that employees leave their personal issues at home to complete
work related tasks (Lattannzi-Licht, 2002), but it is not reasonable that employees will be
able to do so completely (Chichester & Janney, 2018). The work of grieving and the
work of working will likely compete with each other (Little, 2010). Expected grieving
behaviors, such as showing anger, crying, inability to focus, missing work, and
withdrawing from others, are not aligned with behaviors accepted in the workplace
(Hazen, 2009). Some people experiencing grief may not exhibit any of these behaviors,
as if nothing happened. Whether displayed or hidden, grief may go unrecognized by
managers or team members (Hazen, 2009; Thompson & Lund, 2017). Therefore,
handling grief in the workplace is complex and it is important for managers and HRD and
HRM professionals to understand, prepare for, and handle employee grief when faced

with it in the workplace (Thompson & Bevan, 2015). Even beyond the potential financial



losses to the organization, these behaviors can cause dysfunctional relationships and even
impact the overall morale within the workplace.

While grief as a personal experience has been extensively examined in the
literature, less research has focused on grief in a work setting (Tehan & Thompson,
2013). In workplaces, team members and managers may be impacted directly by the
grieving team member’s behaviors, such as lack of efficiency, crying, and moodiness
(Gibson et al., 2010). While team members may initially respond in supportive ways,
they may grow weary of the demands of providing support and may not continue these
behaviors throughout the grieving process (Manns, 2011). Not only may this be hurtful
or challenging for the person experiencing grief, it is often troubling for the team member
who may then be experiencing feelings of frustration, anger, or grief. While research
provides information about the overall potential impacts to the organization when a
grieving employee is in the workplace (Gibson et al., 2010), little insight is provided
about how team members and/or managers are affected through the process of working
with and perhaps providing support for a grieving team member.

Grief presents major challenges to organizations, forcing managers to deal with
grief both at the individual level of the grieving employee and at the team level.
Discussion about death is taboo in American society and often not discussed; therefore,
there is much to be learned about this phenomenon (Chapple, Ziebland, & Hawton,
2015). To gain insight into this phenomenon, the experiences and thoughts of team
members must be considered. A qualitative approach to gather these experiences and
thoughts allowed the exploration of the complexity of experiences with grief that teams

faced due to unexpected death.



Research Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of team members of
grieving and mourning fellow team member and to investigate how the grief and
mourning experience impacts individuals and the team.

Developing qualitative research questions is the beginning point of the inquiry
process (Agee, 2009); therefore, research questions were developed to provide the plan
and focus for the research (Richards, 2005). The following research questions guided the
study:

e How are team members impacted by a fellow team member experiencing grief
and mourning after the unexpected death of a loved one?

e How is a team impacted overall by a team member experiencing grief and
mourning after the unexpected death of a loved one?

e What can be learned from the study of grief after unexpected death in the context

of a team?

Theoretical Underpinnings of the Study

Six theories and theoretical models underpinned this study: grief dual process
model (Stroebe & Schut, 1999), social support model (Fenney & Collins, 2015), team-
member exchange (TME) theory (Seers, 1989), social network theory (Scott, 2017),
group social capital theory (Oh, Labianca, & Chung, 2006), and conservation of
resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989).

Grief dual process model (DPM). Just over a hundred years ago, Sigmund
Freud (1917) published an essay on mourning and melancholia that is considered to be

the first major grief related theoretical contribution (Hall, 2014). Freud proposed the



concept of “grief work™ that psychologists have continued to examine in contemporary
research on grief (Archer, 2008; Hildreth, 2016). Since that time, many researchers have
hailed Freud’s early work on grief as a good place to start in understanding the roots of
grief related theory. The foundation of Freud’s theory was that grieving required the
work of detaching from the deceased, readjusting to life without that loved one, and then
moving on into new relationships. Many grief theories and models came after Freud’s
early work that endeavored to provide order and structure to the process of grieving, but
these theories have been frequently criticized as not addressing the complexity and
uniqueness of grieving (Hall, 2014).

Recent models such as Worden’s Task Based Model (2008) aim to better capture
the individual nature in which grieving occurs (Hildreth, 2016). McGuiness and
Williams (2014) eloquently stated the complexity of handing workplace grief in saying,
“Each of these people will experience grief in an intensely personal manner and need
different things from their employer. Some bereaved employees may be unable to face
work for some time, others may find coming back to work quickly dulls the pain; some
employees may crumble at the mention of the dead person’s name, whereas others may
draw strength from thinking about them” (p. 112). Even for employees experiencing
grief for reasons other than a loved one’s death, behaviors, reactions, and needs will vary.
The variation in the grieving process is important to understand in a work setting, as these
variations must influence the response to and support of those grieving.

Worden’s (2008) Task Based Model built upon Freud’s early theory holding that
grief is “work’ and is better aligned with a modern understanding of the complexity of

grieving. The model includes the tasks of accepting the reality of the loss, processing the
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pain, adjusting to the new reality, and developing a continued bond with the deceased
while moving on with a new life at the same time. Adding to the depth of his model,
Worden (2008) included seven factors that are critical to consider as they will likely
impact the grieving process. These factors are who the person was who had died, what
their attachment level was to that person, how the person died, previous events,
personality traits, social mediators, and other stressors that were present. These four
tasks and seven factors are critical to understanding the complexity of grieving, how grief
may manifest in the workplace, and the potential impacts to a team.

Stroebe and Schut’s (1999) DPM, which advanced Worden’s (2008) Task Base
Model, provided the theoretical underpinning of this study with regard to grief and
grieving. The DPM labels the four tasks in Worden’s (2008) Task Base Model as loss-
oriented behaviors. They added that bereaved individuals also perform restoration-
oriented behaviors, which are behaviors aligned with accepting and adjusting to a new
life without the deceased. Stroebe and Schut (1999) found that those grieving oscillate
between loss-oriented and restoration-oriented behaviors. Understanding the complex
behaviors associated with grieving is foundational to this study, as the focus of the study
was the phenomenon of grief.

Social support theory. Another theoretical area playing an important role in
grief in the workplace is social support. Outside of family, others in the workplace
usually serve as the primary source of social support (Gibson et al., 2010). Allan Wolfelt
(2016), an author, educator, and grief counselor, wrote directly to team members saying
that, “Your support of a fellow employee can make a real difference in how he survives

right now” (para. 2). Social support is a necessary component for healing (Little, 2010).
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There are several theoretical perspectives on social support which should be considered
including the stress and coping perspective, the social constructionist perspective, and the
relationship perspective (Lakey & Cohen, 2000). Of particular importance to this
research is the role of social support in stress and coping. A theoretical model presented
by Fenney and Collins (2015) provided a theoretical connection between social support
and an individual’s ability to thrive, even when faced with adversity. Fenney and Collins
(2015) stated, “One important function that relationships serve is to support thriving
through adversity, not only by buffering individuals from the negative effects of stress,
but also by helping them to emerge from the stressor in a way that enables them to
flourish, either because of or despite their circumstances” (p. 116).

Providing social support may come at a cost to team members though. In the
social support field, a phenomenon called Burnout Syndrome details how professions that
require the daily work of providing support leads to burnout (Pines, Aronson, & Kafry,
1981). What if team members are providing support not because of their profession, but
because of the circumstances of a particular team member? Individuals only have so
much of themselves, their energy, and their support to give. To better understand how
the “give and take” of social interactions occur on a team and the unique dynamics of
teams, team-member exchange theory, group social capital theory, and Social network
theory underpinned the study.

Team-member exchange (TME) theory. Team-member exchange (TME)
theory was born out of social exchange theory. Though often referred to as a single
theory, social exchange theory is more accurately described as various conceptual models

related to a specific type of social interactions (Cropanzano, Anthony, Daniels, & Hall,
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2017). Social exchange theory suggests that individuals have social interactions that
involve nonmonetary resources such as good will, trust, and a sense of belonging through
reciprocal exchanges (Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 1960). A theory that is grounded in social
exchange but specific to the interactions within a team, is team-member exchange (TME)
theory (Seers, 1989). TME can be viewed at the individual or the whole team level
(Farmer, Dyne, & Kamdar, 2015). As Seers (1989) stated, “Member roles become
defined in relation to the group and its other members through the reinforcement of
reciprocal actions” (p. 119). So, as team members interact with each other, roles are
formed between individuals and within the group as a whole.

Team members feel part of a team identity when the exchange is reciprocal and
team members are perceived to be equally pulling their weight on the team (Seers &
Chopin, 2012). In the case of team members experiencing grief, they may not be able to
pull their weight with the team workload and may not be able to contribute equally to
meeting the team’s shared goals.

Group social capital theory and social network theory. In most organizations,
employees are organized into work teams and teams have a social component (Mathieu et
al., 2017). As such, two theories, group social capital theory and group social network
theory, will provide insight into team social dynamics. Social capital theory describes
social ties and interactions within groups and organizations (Bourdieu, 1986; Burt, 1992;
Coleman, 1988; Coleman, 1990; Lin, 1982; Putnam, 1993). This evolution of theory is
critical because it outlined that the flow of information between group members adds

value and that social ties can be strategic drivers within businesses.
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Group social capital theory has advanced in recent years, providing a deeper
understanding of the value of participation in social networks. Within groups, there is a
social structure which should be viewed in two ways, both as a whole, and as the
individual parts of the social structure that make up the whole (Oh et al., 2006). Three
main types of social capital are identified by contemporary scholars: bonding, bridging,
and linking (Aldrich, 2012; Kawachi, Kim, Coutts, & Subramanian, 2004; Szreter &
Woolcock, 2004). Bonding social capital is characterized by strong social relationships
as would typically be found in a family or friend group (Aldrich & Meyer, 2014).
Therefore, this type of social capital is usually associated with social support. Bridging
social capital is characterized by social connections due to specific demographic or social
connections such as race, class, location, or belonging to an organization (Aldrich &
Meyer, 2014). The third type is linking social capital which is characterized by social
ties between regular individuals and those with power (Aldrich & Meyer, 2014). Each of
these types of social capital will be considered further, as each type may or may not be
present in a work group and may impact the experiences of the work team.

Social network theory posits that social interactions and relationships occur within
networks (Scott, 2017). These networks not only provide the social structure of a team,
they often provide emotional support. Oh et al. (2006) stated that, “There are many times
when setbacks might destroy morale, or when unexpected tragedies might cause a group
to lose its focus, and social ties are called on to assist and support” (p. 571). Group social
capital, especially the bonding type, is associated with higher levels of social support,

especially during times of disaster or trauma (Hurlbert, Haines, & Beggs, 2000).
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Given the growing dependence of organizations on teams, additional research is
called for in understanding social interactions within teams, both at and individual level
and a team level (Farmer et al., 2015). The focus of this case study provided not only
further research in the theoretical areas of team-member exchange, group social capital
theory, and Social network theory, it also provided an under-researched case in the study
of team dynamics. Bordia, Restubog Bordia, and Tang (2014) stated that “Applications
of social exchange theory in organizational research have tended to ignore the resource
context and its impact on a focal dyadic social exchange” (p. 1). Resource availability
will likely be affected by a grieving team member, which in turn will likely impact the
social exchanges within the team. Therefore, the conservation of resources theory also
underpinned the study.

Conservation of resources (COR) theory. COR theory emerged out of stress
research. A theoretical model called the conservation of resources (COR) model was
introduced by Hobfoll in 1988 (Hobfoll, 1989). His model bridged the gap between the
environmental and cognitive viewpoints of previous stress research. The basic tenant of
the model was that people strive to retain, protect, and build up resources. Any potential
loss of those resources is considered a threat. Resources include anything that is valued
by an individual such as objects, personal characteristics, conditions, energies, skills,
time, self-esteem, and a long list of other items (Hobfoll, 1989). COR suggests that
although loss of resources is stressful, people employ other resources to offset the loss.
Just the act of employing other resources may be an additional source of stress. For
example, people placed in a role to provide support at a time when they needed support

will experience increased psychological stress (Hobfoll, 2011). When few resources are
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stored and the depletion of resources is high, there is a poor chance of success in handling
the stress.

COR can provide several insights into the phenomenon of grief. First, from a
grieving team member’s perspective, someone grieving who returns to the workplace is
likely burning resources to cope with the grief situation. What may not be clear is how
deep and wide his or her resource pool was at the onset of the situation, or how appraisal
of his or her resources is going. Second, from the team member perspective, how deep
and how wide each team member’s resource pool is may differ and how team members
cope with the added stress of a grieving team member may vary, perhaps dependent on
the level of social support provided. These perspectives tie closely to one of the seven
factors introduced earlier in Worden’s (2008) theoretical model of grief. How an
individual handles grief will partly depend on other stressors in that person’s life and
environment. The more stressors present, the faster resources are consumed. In addition
to the availability or lack of resources, the social relationship of team members may
impact the team dynamic and performance. Therefore, many factors must be considered
when examining the phenomenon of grief on the team environment including team
dynamics and norms, the level of social support provided, the resources available to the
bereaved, and the resources available to the team members.

Overview and Design of the Study

The design of the study was a qualitative phenomenological multi-case study
method aimed to accomplish the understanding of a phenomenon based on human
perception and understanding (Stake, 2010; Yin, 2018). This method was appropriate

based on the purpose of the study, as it provided the opportunity to gain insight into the
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subjective perceptions of the personal experiences within a given context (van Manen,
1997). This phenomenological research was designed to uncover the lived experiences of
people from their own perspective, thus interviews were utilized to collect data on the
phenomenon (Creswell, 2014).

Research context. The research setting was within the dynamics of a work team
environment in which one team member had experienced the unexpected death of a loved
one causing grief and then returned to the workplace. Participants were selected using a
purposeful approach to gain insight from those who had personally experienced this
phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). Individuals who were currently working or had
previously worked on a team in which one of the team members experienced the
unexpected death of a loved one were recruited to participate. Criteria for inclusion of
the study were: (1) current or previous experience working on a team in which one of the
team members experienced the unexpected death of a loved one during the time they
were working on that team; and (2) the participant must have worked with the team
member experiencing grief and mourning for at least six months following the team
member’s return to work. This timeframe was selected as it increased the likelihood that
the team members experienced interaction during the time the team member was grieving
and mourning. This time frame also allowed for experiences that extended over a period
of time and participants were therefore likely able to provide rich details about their
personal experiences.

Research participants. Participants were recruited to the study through social

media requests and email for participants meeting the inclusion criteria. Potential
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participants were screened using the stated criteria in the interview request, and those
selected were asked to take part in the interview process.

Data collection procedures. Data was collected using semi-structured interview
questions asked either face-to-face or via Zoom, an online video conferencing platform
(Zoom Software, 2019). The interviews allowed the researcher to collect data about the
feelings, thoughts, experiences, and behaviors of the participants and information about
how the participants perceive their lived experiences (Merriam, 2009). The interviews
featured semi-structured interview questions and flexibility was allowed within those
questions to gain additional insight and explore thoughts and perspectives as they
emerged in the interview (Merriam, 2009). All interviews were audio-recorded to allow
for transcription and analysis of the data. Additionally, the researcher created detailed
field notes during the interviews to record observations, personal thoughts, potential
biases, and ideas aligned with interviewing best practices requiring the interviewer to be
cognizant of her own views that may affect data subjectivity (Stake, 1995).

Data analysis approaches. Thematic analysis was utilized to analyze the data
captured in the recorded semi-structured interview transcription (Braun & Clark, 2006).
This process allowed the researcher to identify patterns and report themes in the data.
The researcher followed the process for thematic analysis created by Braun and Clark,
(2006) which contains six phases: (1) familiarization with the data; (2) generating initial
codes; (3) searching for themes; (4) reviewing themes; (5) defining and naming themes;

and, (6) producing the report.
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Significance of the Study

This study provided a unique contribution to grief and HRD/HRM literature by
delivering empirical qualitative data related to this common but under-researched
phenomenon. The study provided an opportunity to understand the experiences of team
members working with a grieving team member after the unexpected death of a loved one
and enhanced the understanding of behaviors and actions team members, managers, and
HRD/HRM professionals should consider when handling this delicate situation. The
qualitative approach provided the participants with an opportunity to describe their own
experiences in their own words with their own meanings. These experiences have not
previously been available in the grief literature.
Assumptions

The following assumptions were made:

1. Participants will accurately and honestly recall their experiences.

2. The death of a loved one was a traumatic event causing the team member
experiencing the unexpected death of a loved one significant stress, diminishing
his or her ability to cope.

3. The inclusion criteria for participants is appropriate, therefore the life experiences
of the participants are appropriate for the phenomenon being studied.

4. The minimum criteria of having continued work experiences with the grieving
team member for at least 6 months following the team member’s return to work is
adequate.

5. Participants are sincerely interested in participating in the study and do not have

other motives.
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Definition of Terms

To provide clarity and consistency in the terminology used in the study, key terms
are defined in relation to their use in the study.

Bereavement. Bereavement is the experience following the death of a significant
person in one’s life (Stroebe et al., 2007).

Grief. Grief has been defined in many ways through decades of research. To
provide a common understanding of the term grief, Parkes’ (2009) definition was used.
Parkes (2009) defined grief as the loss and yearning for something. While grief is often
associated with the death of a loved one, grief can also be the result of the onset of a
chronic illness, the breakup of a relationship, a lost opportunity or promotion, the death
of a pet, or other difficult life event (Hazen, 2009). However, much of the research on
grief is related to the death of a loved one.

Group. A group in a work context is a unit of an organizational structure formed
to provide both focus and flexibility (Oh et al., 2006). While the terms “group” and
“team” may be used synonymously in some research, in this study a team is a type of
group that is working collaboratively toward a common goal(s).

Group social capital. Social capital is a collection of resources that are available
within a group through the group member’s social relationships (Coleman, 1988;
Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Oh et al., 2006).

Human Resource Development (HRD). According to Wang, Werner, Sun, Gilley,
and Gilley (2017), HRD is “a mechanism in shaping individual and group values and

beliefs and skilling through learning-related activities to support the desired performance
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of the host system” (p. 1175). In other words, HRD includes any and all activities that
make employees, individually and as a team, contribute more or less on the job.

Human Resource Management (HRM). A “soft” definition of HRM is used in
this study (Collings & Wood, 2009, p. 3). HRM is the practice of aligning HR policies
with the strategic direction of the organization and highlights the role of employees as a
valuable resource needed to secure a competitive advantage.

Manager. A manager is an individual who is responsible for certain groups and
types of tasks within an organization (Manager, n.d.). While the term manager does not
always indicate that the individual has a staff of people who report to him or her, that is a
requirement of the definition as it is used in this study.

Mourning. Mourning is the outward expression of grief, and may include
behaviors such as, crying, showing anger or sadness, withdrawing physically, lack of
focus, or other behaviors (Wolfelt, 2016).

Social support. Social support is the communication, both verbal and nonverbal,
between people that reduces uncertainty about the relationship or a situation (Sias, 2009).
Social support can be emotional support or tangible support.

Team. A team is two or more individuals working together to share accountability
for specific work outcomes (Gardner & Quigley, 2014). The individuals included in a
team work independently and/or collaboratively to meet shared goals and are part of a
larger organization. While the terms “group” and “team’ may be used synonymously in
some research, in this study a team is a type of group that is working collaboratively
toward a common goal(s) at work. The phrase “work team” is used to define the type of

team studied.
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Trauma. Trauma is a “deeply distressing or disturbing experience” (Joseph, 2012,
para. 1). Trauma may be caused by the following experiences, but is not limited to these
examples: divorce, illness, accident, death of a loved one, experiences of war, and abuse.

Unexpected Death. A sudden death that was not anticipated and one unprepared
for (Goldstein et al., 2018).

Summary of the Chapter and Organization of the Dissertation

The chapter began with the background to the problem which provided an
orientation to the phenomenon of grief in the context of a workplace and work team. A
statement of the problem followed, highlighting the lack of understanding in the literature
of the impacts of grief on work teams and implications of these impacts to teams,
managers, and HRM professionals. Next, the purpose of this qualitative study was stated,
which was to examine the experiences of team members of a grieving team member and
how the grief experience impacted the team at an individual level and a team level. The
theoretical frameworks that anchored this study included theories and theoretical models
of grief, social support, team-member exchange, social network, group social capital, and
conservation of resources. The research questions that guided the study were established,
and an overview of the research design was presented to address the research questions.
A discussion of the significance of the study was then presented as evidence for the
contribution the study will make. An overview of study assumptions and key definitions
followed. Finally, the organization of the remaining chapters of the dissertation is

provided next.

Chapter Two will review literature associated with the key concepts related to the

study. Chapter Three will present an overview of the study design and method, including
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a description of the participant selection process, data collection, analysis approaches,
and study validity and reliability. It will also address limitations and conclude with a
summary of the chapter. Chapter Four will discuss the research findings, and Chapter
Five will share implications of the findings, limitations of the study, and proposed future

research based on the study results.
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Chapter Two

Review of Literature

Introduction

This chapter will review the domains of literature relative to the phenomenon of
grief and mourning due to the unexpected death of a loved one within the context of work
teams in the workplace. The chapter will be composed of five sections: Grief and
Mourning; Impact of Grief on Individuals; Teams and Organizations; Social Support;
Teams and Social Interactions; and conservation of resources (COR).

To locate scholarly literature, the researcher used the Google Scholar search
engine and the university search engine through the University of Texas at Tyler’s Robert
R. Muntz Library. Searches included the following databases: Ebscohost, Emerald Full
Text, Wiley Online, PsychINFO, Sage, and Business Search Complete. Initial searches
were conducted limiting the search to the past 10 years of literature and using the
following search terms: bereavement, grief, mourning, workplace, unexpected death,
return to work after death, social support, team support, team-member exchange, and
conservation of resources. These terms were searched in isolation and in combination to
identify articles from which to begin understanding the literature. The reference sections
of these articles were then utilized to identify additional articles to expand the breadth

and depth of the literature reviewed.
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As the focus of this study was re-entering the workforce after experiencing the
unexpected death of a loved one, literature related to partially similar topics such as grief
due to other types of death, organizations experiencing group grief due to loss of an
employee, medical professionals handling ongoing loss and grief due to job role, grief
due to loss of job that does not specifically study re-entry to the workplace, and others
were excluded.

Grief and Mourning

Grief has been defined in many ways through decades of research. Often times in
the literature, the term grief is used synonymously with mourning or bereavement, though
these words have unique meanings which can be found in Chapter One. While grief can
be caused by any type of loss, much of the research on grief is related to loss of a loved
one by death. This review of grief and mourning literature is not exhaustive, as grief has
been studied for over 100 years by hundreds of scholars. A brief overview of the
changing views of grief throughout the past 100+ years can be found in Table 1. This
historical view of grief frameworks is provided to highlight the various views of grief
over time and the complexity that still exists with understanding the grieving process.
Table 1

Brief Overview of Historical Views of Grief

Grief Research Summary
Framework
Early and o Grief was viewed as potentially fatal, though not necessarily an
Foundational illness, and suggested such remedies to grief as intense crying,

opium, bloodletting, and purging (Rush, 1812)

e Darwin (1872) identified two types of grief; an active form and a
passive, more depressive form and observed facial expressions
associated with grieving as seen in both humans and animals

25



Psychoanalytical

Psychiatric

Pathological

Psychological
and Contrary
Contemporary
Views

Freud (1917) published articles outlining ideas on mourning and
melancholy, detailing that mourners perform “grief work” which
includes detaching their emotional energy from the one they have
lost, and integrating that energy into other parts of their lives
Klein (1940) viewed grief as a temporary illness

Lindemann (1944) claimed grief is a psychiatric disease
requiring intervention

Deutsch (1937) argued that grief does not take a ‘normal’ course
and that it can become chronic and pathological if not manifested
Klein (1940) viewed grief as a temporary illness

Shand (1914) published the first thorough study of grief through
the lens of psychology, outlining the “laws of sorrow” and four
types of reactions to grief; aggressive, depressive, suppression
through self-control, and frantic

The importance of social support while grieving was first
introduced by Shand (1914)

Bowlby (1961, 1973, 1980) applied attachment theory to the
separation reactions of grief

Parkes (1964a, 1964b) furthered Bowlby research and showed
that psychiatric disorders can be triggered by bereavement
including chronic grief and delayed grief

Kubler-Ross (1969) introduced the widely cited five stages of
grief; denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance
Bowlby and Parkes (1970) added to earlier research a phase of
numbness that occurs, particularly with the unexpected death of a
loved one

Wortman and Silver (1989) advocated for empirical studies
related to grief

Stroebe and Stroebe (1991) conducted the first empirical research
on grief work

Archer (1999, 2001) disputed the concept of “grief work” and
supported that grief is a natural reaction to loss of attachment
Strobe and Schut (1999) introduced a dual process model that
includes loss-oriented stressors and restoration-oriented stressors
Klass, Silverman, and Nickman (1996) challenged conventional
thinking that grieving requires severing attachment bonds

Because of the vastness of over one hundred years of research, not all views will

be covered in this literature review. The researcher will provide a more detailed review
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of literature that is often used contemporarily to guide the handling of grief and grief
literature that will help guide this study. The review will begin with an introduction to
Sigmund Freud and his work. Although others such as Burton (1621), Rush (1812), and
Darwin (1872) all wrote early discussions about grief, they are not as frequently
referenced for their contributions in modern grief research.

Just over a hundred years ago, Sigmund Freud (1917) published an essay on
mourning and melancholia proposing the concept of “grief work™ that psychologists have
continued to examine in contemporary research on grief (Archer, 2008; Hildreth, 2016).
Freud’s early work on grief is foundational to much of grief theory. Freud stated that,
“mourning is regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some
abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as one’s country, liberty, and idea, and
so on” (p. 243).

Freud’s research on mourning is the foundation for psychological research on
grief, as it outlines that mourning is work in which the ego is completely absorbed,
resulting in a loss of interest in all other efforts (Granek, 2010). The basis for Freud’s
model of bereavement is attachment, the breaking of that attachment when a loved one
dies, the process of readjusting to life without the deceased, and building new
attachments and relationships (Hamilton, 2016).

Around the same time Freud was including grief in his writings, Shand (1914)
wrote the first thorough study about the psychology of grief (Granek, 2010). Shand
(1914) named four distinct types of grief including an aggressive type, a depressive type,
a self-suppressed type, and a frantic type, which expanded upon Freud’s differentiation

between mourning and melancholia. His writings also introduced an important
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component to the process of grieving, the role of social support. Social support continues
to be a studied factor in the grief process. Those with less perceived social support have
been found to have higher rates of continued depression (Al-Gamal, Bin Saeed, Agnes, &
Long, 2018). Social support’s role in workplace grief and related literature will be
discussed later in this chapter.

On the other hand, contemporary psychologists researching grief are mostly
empirical in their research orientation (Granek, 2010). Their work has moved grief
research much deeper, considering such topics as cognitive impairment and physiological
changes during the grief process, mortality rate of those experiencing grief, aspects of
trauma, personality and gender differences in grieving, and the impact of early
development on the grieving process (Perrig-Chiello, Hopflinger, Spahni, & Carr, 2015;
Stahl, Arnold, Chen, Anderson, & Schulz, 2016; Stroebe et al., 2007). Most frequently,
the contemporary view is that grief is a psychological issue requiring assistance by
psychologists and counselors. This view is a big shift from early research that viewed
grief as a natural process that is worked through independently over time. In the
contemporary view, those experiencing grief should get the professional help needed to
move forward in life and return to work as quickly as possible (Granek, 2010; Green et
al., 2001). These contemporary, psychological views are not going unchallenged though,
as some researchers report that the impacts of psychology, historical events, and social
norms have warped our natural views and abilities to grieve (Konigsberg, 2011).

Often, grief associated with an unexpected death is more complex and prolonged
(Goldstein et al., 2018). An unexpected death is a death that was not anticipated in any

way. Unexpected death, including homicide, suicide, and accidental deaths will likely
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result in complicated grief (Nakajima, Masaya, Akemi, & Takako, 2012; Rozalski,
Holland, & Neimeyer, 2016; Shear, 2015). Complicated grief lasts longer than acute
grief, is more intense, and impairs daily function (Shear, 2015). When a person
experiences complicated grief, they experience an extreme and prolonged longing for the
deceased loved one, anger, declining physical health, and higher rates of suicidal
thoughts (Zetumer et al., 2014). They may also experience disruption in their personal
and work relationships and challenges with concentrating on work and other
responsibilities (Currier, Irish, Neimeyer, & Foster, 2015). Although it is not likely that
team members in the workplace will know if a team member is experiencing complicated
grief, if the grief is caused by an unexpected death the prevalence of complicated grief is
between 12.5% and 78.0% (Nakajima, Ito, Shirai, & Konishi, 2012).

While each person’s grief is unique, patterns have been identified in the grieving
process. Many grief theories have been formed to capture these patterns in models and
provide helpful information about the process to those impacted by grief, which could
provide guidance to work teams. One of the most widely cited models was published in
Kubler-Ross’ book titled On Death and Dying in 1969. This model is a stage approach to
grieving, meaning people have to pass through various stages of the grieving cycle. Her
research was centered on the grief associated when one is facing his or her own imminent
death, such as cases with a terminal diagnosis, but the model has been studied in other
contexts as well (Stroebe, Schut, & Boerner, 2017). The Kubler-Ross model includes the
stages of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance and is frequently

referenced in psychology, sociology, medicine, business, and other fields. The
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designation of this model as a stage approach is a critical one because it indicates that a
grieving person passes through these stages in a specific order.

Grief models such as the Kubler-Ross model and many other stage models that
followed her work (Bowbly, 1980; Horowitz, 1976; Sanders, 1989; Shuchter & Zisook,
1993) are widely utilized to provide guidance to managers and HRD professionals, yet
they are criticized by some as being mostly untested (Doka, 2011) and possibly
dangerous (Stroebe, Schut, & Boerner, 2017) . While some experiencing grief may go
through a “typical” process of grieving, others may not, especially if the grief is in
response to the loss of a loved one due to unnatural causes (Hildreth, 2016) or if there is
not much forewarning of the death (Archer, 2008). Some research supports that
individuals bereaved by a natural death very often follow similar stages of grief
established by Kubler-Ross (1969), and the grief lessens over time, usually within six
months of the death (Maciejewski, Zhang, Block, & Prigerson, 2007). Natural death is
not the only cause of grieving in the workplace though, and even employees grieving a
natural death are all unique. So, these models do not necessarily provide the right tools
for individuals, teams, managers, and HRD professionals to handle grief of any type, but
certainly may not be useful when a team member is grieving due to the loss of a loved
one by unexpected death.

Criticism of the stage of grief models have made way for more recent theories and
theoretical models aimed to better capture the individual nature in which grieving occurs
(Hildreth, 2016). McGuiness and Williams (2014) eloquently stated the complexity of
handling workplace grief in saying, “Each of these people will experience grief in an

intensely personal manner and need different things from their employer. Some bereaved
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employees may be unable to face work for some time, others may find coming back to
work quickly dulls the pain; some employees may crumble at the mention of the deceased
person’s name, whereas others may draw strength from thinking about them” (p. 112).
Even Kubler-Ross and Kessler (2005) agreed in a later publication that there is no such
thing as a typical response to grief and that grief is just as individual as the individuals
who experience it. Bowlby (1980) introduced a more flexible grief theory by identifying
four overlapping phases a bereaved person goes through including shock, yearning for
the one lost and protest of the loss, despair, and recovery. Worden (1982) developed
another non-linear model that includes the four tasks of accepting the reality of the loss,
processing the pain and grief, adjusting to the world without the deceased loved one, and
finding an ongoing connection with the deceased while moving forward with life.
Stroebe and Schut (1999) developed a non-linear approach to understanding grief that
built upon Freud’s (1917), Bowlby’s (1980), and Worden’s (1982) work and addressed
some of the limitations in their models. The Stroebe and Schut (1999) model included
two parts that happen simultaneously: handling loss-oriented and restoration-oriented
stressors. Their new conception model, called the Dual Process Model (DPM), changed
the direction of grief theory by focusing not only on the process of grieving, but also the
daily life strains that must be considered during bereavement (Carr, 2010). See Figure 1.
Stroebe and Schut’s (1999) model recognized that grieving goes way beyond adjusting to
life without a loved one, the entire world of the bereaved individual is distressing,
stressful, and requires work to reorganize (Stroebe & Schut, 2005). A bereaved person

may bounce back and forth between the loss-oriented tasks such as breaking attachment
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bonds with the deceased and restorative-oriented tasks such as going out to lunch with

friends as a distraction from the grief (Carr, 2010).
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Intrusion of grief

Doing new things

Breaking bonds/
ties/
Relocation

Distraction from grief

Denial/ avoidance of grief

Denial/
avoidance of restoration
changes

New roles/ identities/
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Figure 1. A dual process model of coping with bereavement at the individual level.
From Stroebe, M. S., & Schut, H. (1999). The Dual Process Model of Coping with
Bereavement: Rationale and description. Death Studies, 23, 197-224.

Since the DPM model was published, empirical research of the model and
components of the model have been conducted to examine and test it. The research
studies have included both qualitative and quantitative studies in the fields of psychology,
psychiatry, social work, and sociology (Carr, 2010). Carr (2010) published a review of
these empirical studies through 2010 and made several suggestions for additional
empirical research of the DPM model including the context of a death that was
anticipated or unanticipated, how the loss-oriented and resource-oriented behaviors

change over time, and how much a bereaved person focuses on each type of behavior. It

was the creators of the DPM though that made the next big movement in the theoretical
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understanding of grief. Stroebe and Schut (2015) recognized that even though
contemporary non-linear models of grief such as the DPM provide a more realistic
conceptualization of the grieving process than earlier stage models, they were missing an
important element. They were missing the context that the loss and restoration-oriented
behaviors are happening within. Stroebe and Shute (2015) reason that, “if such tasks are
necessary for successful adaption at the individual level, a valid strategy would be to
explore their viability at the family level” (p. 876). Their continued research led to the
development of a revised DMP, called the DMP-R, that adds components of loss-oriented
and restoration-oriented behaviors that are relative to the grief phenomenon within the
family context. See Figure 2. The DPM-R model is pivotal because it recognized that
grief does not impact only the individual level, it impacts others within a given context.

Yet, it is not clear how the DPM-R model may be relevant in the context of work teams.
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Figure 2. A dual process model of coping with bereavement at the individual and family

level. From Stroebe, M. S., & Schut, H. (2015). Family matters in bereavement: Toward

an integrative intra-interpersonal coping model. Perspectives on Psychological Science,
10, 873-879.
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Advancements and new ideas about the relevance of DPM has continued in
research. Stroebe and Schut (2015) introduced the link between the DPM and overload,
referring to stressors that go beyond what the bereaved person feels he or she can handle.
A bereaved person not only has the stressors of loss-oriented and restoration-related
activity. Additional stressors such as the demands of the workplace, may cause stress
related overload and burnout (Stroebe & Schut, 2015). Stroebe and Schut (2015) call for
more research in several areas including how grief overload is associated with areas of
life such as work.

Impact of Grief on Individuals, Teams, and Organizations

When people experience the death of a loved one, how they respond and react
will likely permeate every aspect of their life (O’Connor et al., 2010). When the person
is employed, returning to work is one of the many aspects of life that may be impacted.
“There 1s no part of human existence that loss and grief do not reach, and the workplace
is no exception to this” (Tehan & Thompson, 2013, p. 265).

The literature provided details of the various impacts of the grief phenomenon to
organizations, and those within organizations, when an employee is grieving. Moreover,
the value of social support in the workplace context emerged in the literature as an
important part of grieving. However, few guidelines and ideas for the role of the
manager, team members, and /or HRD professionals in supporting a grieving employee
could be found in the literature.

While grief is often associated with the death of a loved one, grief can also be the
result of the onset of a chronic illness, the breakup of a relationship, a lost opportunity or

promotion, the death of a pet, or other difficult life event (Hazen, 2009). This study was
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limited to the phenomenon of unexpected deaths of loved ones; however, much of the
literature reviewed provides a broader view of grief as it relates to any death or traumatic
event.

Returning to work “is often a marker of trying to resume normal activity
following a period of traumatic upheaval” (Gibson et al., 2010, p. 501). However,
grieving individuals are often unable to function well in the workplace (Little, 2010).
Grief may be hidden at work, but even if expressed, it may go unrecognized by managers
or peers (Hazen, 2009). Recognized or not, grief may have serious financial and
motivational impacts to organizations.

Hazen (2009) indicated that in the United States alone, companies are losing as
much as $75.1 billion annually due to lack of focus, errors, and accidents in response to
grief. In 2014, suicide claimed more than 42,000 lives in the United States resulting in
$53.2 billion loss to the economy, mostly due to lost work productivity (Crosby et al.,
2016). Homicide was estimated to have an additional economic cost of $26.4 billion in
that same year (Crosby et al., 2016).

Grieving employees often have trouble remembering information and may not be
able to concentrate on work tasks (Gibson et al., 2010). A study of parents who had
experienced the loss of a child by suicide revealed many individual experiences of grief.
One parent said, “I have good days and bad days. It’s horrible, just horrible. There’s
probably not a day goes by that [ don’t have a cry... It just doesn’t get any easier” (ROSS,
Kolves, Kunde, & De Leo, 2018, p. 624). It is not difficult to understand how feelings
such as these make working effectively difficult or impossible. Yet, there are not specific

legal requirement in the United States for employers to grant time off for grieving. While
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the United States Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) of 1938 (FLSA 29, USC 201)
regulates pay and other areas to ensure fair employment practices, it does not regulate
time off for illness or bereavement after the death of a loved one (United States
Department of Labor, 2011). The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) will allow for
time off in cases of a serious illness that makes the employee unable to work; however,
the time off is limited and unpaid and does not apply to time off for grieving unless there
is a medical requirement to do so (United States Department of Labor, 1993).
Accordingly, it is the discretion of employers to determine if and how much time off is
provided.

Even beyond the potential financial losses to the organization and legal
considerations, these behaviors can cause troubled relationships within the workplace.
Team members may be impacted directly by the grieving team member’s behaviors, such
as lack of efficiency, crying, and moodiness (Gibson et al., 2010). While those in the
workplace may initially respond in supportive ways, they may grow weary of the
demands of providing support and may not continue these behaviors throughout the
grieving process (Manns, 2011). Team members may become resentful for needing to
pick up extra work that is not able to be done by the grieving team member (Jackson,
2016). Not only may this be hurtful or challenging for the person grieving, it is often
troubling for the other employee who may then be experiencing feelings of frustration,
anger, or secondary grief.

In an American Hospice Foundation brochure on grief at work (Turner, 2012),
employees are provided with ideas to provide support for their team members before and

after their return to work. The brochure offers suggestions for what to say and what not
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to say. One suggestion is to continue including the grieving person in social plans instead
of assuming they will not be up for it. The bereaved team member may welcome some
normalcy and may feel isolated if left out of social events. Continuing to socialize with a
grieving team member may be uncomfortable, as people often find it challenging to know
what to say or how to act. This is quite a social dilemma, as team members likely want to
be inclusive, but feel uncomfortable doing so, and grieving employees feel isolated if left
out.

The impacts of grief in the workplace are often left to the manager to handle.
While most managers want to handle a grieving employee situation well, many are not
sure what to do or how to respond (McGuiness & Williams, 2014). Much of the
literature addressing the manager’s role in supporting employees’ grief referenced grief
models that may help guide managers. Most frequently, the earlier discussed Kubler-
Ross (1969) five stage model of grief, based on Freud’s assumptions that grief is
psychological work performed by the individual experiencing the grief, was often cited to
help guide managers to know what to expect when an employee is experiencing grief. As
discussed earlier in this chapter though, this model may not provide the appropriate tools
needed when handling grief due to unexpected death in the workplace.

In a brochure published by the American Hospice Foundation (Turner, 2012),
practical suggestions are given to managers. These suggestions include knowing the
organization’s policies and programs that offer support, staying in touch with the
employee if they have not returned to work, creating an environment where work can
continue, referring the employee to the Employee Assistance Program (EAP) if available,

setting an example of care professionalism, and asking questions before the employees
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return to learn about their needs and preferences. Another important consideration for
managers is respecting the privacy of the employee by not repeating privileged
information.

Hazen (2009) provided steps that managers should follow that are more general,
starting with recognizing the symptoms of grief. Then, managers must reflect on their
observations and act to support the employees. The final step is educating others,
including peers of the employee, on symptoms and support. Even the first step may be
difficult for managers as not all employees will display symptoms, and some may not
share that a situation has occurred that is causing grief. Symptoms of grief can be
physical, emotional, cognitive, or a combination of these (Defraia, 2013). Physical
symptoms may include tiredness, sleeplessness, nausea, loss of appetite, migraines,
digestive issues, and heart problems. Emotional symptoms may include stress,
detachment from others, feelings of guilt, and depression. Cognitive symptoms may
include poor focus, wandering thoughts, and loss of memory. Outwardly, those grieving
may cry, neglect personal needs, blame others, display anger, make poor decisions, or
withdraw socially, but they may not display any outward behaviors consistent with grief,
or they may display them well after the trauma or event occurred. This can make
handling grief in the workplace complex for the manager and team members.

One of the challenges that managers may face when handling grief in the
workplace is a lack of resources to guide their actions. Most managers are not trained to
handle these situations in the workplace and may not act quickly enough to gather the
resources needed. Often, managers seek help only after an employee’s grieving is

causing bigger problems or concerns with the individual employee or the team. In these
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cases, not only are the manager and grieving team member impacted, but other team
members may also be experiencing a team environment that is not ideal (Jackson, 2016).
Social Support

Because team members work and communicate closely with one another, when
one team member is experiencing grief it is likely that the team may be impacted in some
way, especially if team members are providing social support for the grieving team
member. Social support is the verbal or nonverbal communication that occurs between
individuals that reduces uncertainty about the relationship or situation (Sias, 2009).
Outside of family, others in the workplace usually serve as the primary source of social
support (Gibson et al., 2010; Goldsmith, 2007), and social support is a necessary
component for healing (Burke & Neimeyer, 2013; Little, 2010).

In a qualitative study of parents who returned to the workplace after the suicide
death of a child, conducted by Gibson et al. (2010), coping emotionally and socially upon
return to work was the highest concern related to transitioning back into the workplace.
Participants were fearful of being the focus of attention or that co-workers would not
know what to say, causing awkwardness in intera