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Welcome and introduction
Welcome to the Delegate Handbook that accompanies the 
Bereavement Care Awareness training. We hope you will find it a 
valuable reminder of the topics that were covered. We have also 
included some additional information and links to videos and other 
useful material and organisations.

Aims of the training

• To develop your knowledge of how bereavement affects people.

• To understand better the process of grieving.

• To consider the practical and emotional support you can give to a 
bereaved person.

• To explore the importance of supportive listening and identify 
barriers to communication.

• To identify ways your church can support bereaved people in your 
community.

We know that there isn’t a one-size-fits-all approach to bereavement 
support. Our hope is that this will be a starting point for you as you 
seek to serve people where you live.
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Facts and figures

There were 695,800 deaths in the United Kingdom in 2020, 
compared with 604,000 in 2019 (Statista.com). Clearly, the COVID-19 
pandemic had a huge impact on the number of deaths in 2020 and 
is going to have a continuing effect on our society and the support 
that bereaved people need. It is estimated that on average five 
people are bereaved by each death. This means that around 3.5 
million people are significantly affected by bereavement each year.   

• The average cost of a funeral in 2020 was £4,184, up 1.7% since 2019
– and up 128% since 2004.
Burials cost more than the average and cremations less. This
average does not take into account any professional fees or other
costs including the wake. (SunLife Cost of Dying Report 2021.)

• ‘82% said the funeral they organised was affected a lot by
COVID-19, with 71% also saying that not everyone who wanted to
attend the funeral could.’ (SunLife Cost of Dying Report 2021.)

• 73% of all funerals in the UK in 2018 involved cremations.
(Sunlife 2018.)

• In 2019, the Church of England conducted funerals for 23% of those
who died in England. (Statistics for Mission 2018/ Cremation.org.uk.)

We know that many people turn to the church at a time of 
bereavement, both regular church attendees and those who are not. 
This presents a tremendous opportunity for the church to reach out 
to people at a time of sadness and personal need.
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Understanding bereavement
Our own values, beliefs and attitudes towards death can shape how 
we respond to people going through a bereavement, and we need 
to be aware that they might think or see things differently to us. For 
example, you may have experienced going to a funeral as a child, 
and feel this is the right thing to do, whereas someone else may not 
think children should attend a funeral. 

It is good to recognise how our personal experiences may influence 
how we respond to and understand bereavement.

Some people who lose a close friend or relative seem to carry on 
almost as normal. Others find it hard to cope with even simple 
daily tasks. There can be a flood of emotions such as sadness or 
anger, or there may be numbness and a sense of disbelief. Physical 
fatigue is not unusual. The truth is that everyone who suffers a close 
bereavement will respond in their own particular way and that will 
be dependent on many factors.

Factors affecting grief   

There are many factors that can affect the way a person grieves. 
Let’s look at some of the things that may impact on someone’s grief.  
These are just some examples and not an exhaustive list.

• One of the most significant is the quality and type of relationship 
someone had with the person who has died. If it was a close 
and happy relationship, grief and loss are likely to be intensely 
felt. If it was a difficult or troubled relationship, there may be 
feelings of guilt or relief. A woman whose sister had died said 
that she felt guilty because she was relieved. It had been a very 
difficult, strained relationship. But she also felt sadness that their 
relationship had not been better and that there was no longer an 
opportunity to mend the relationship.

• The circumstances in which someone died can have a significant 
impact. For example, the shock of a sudden death can lead to a 
person feeling emotionally numb or experiencing nightmares or 
flashbacks. They may be struggling to process or take in what has 
happened.

• Watching a loved one suffer over a long period of time brings its 
own challenges and there is a sense in which the bereaved person 
has anticipated their death and is already dealing with grief. They 
may feel the additional loss of their caring role, or they may be 
relieved that months or even years of caring have come to an end.
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• Some deaths carry social stigma, for example, suicide, murder or a 
death that is drugs related. This can make grief more complicated. 

• Different personalities will express their emotions in different ways. 
Some people may want to talk, whereas others may withdraw. 

• Sometimes men can be less likely to talk, as they may feel they 
need to be strong for others. Younger people may have less 
experience and understanding of death and could find it more 
difficult to cope. 

• Someone with a learning disability may be very much affected 
by the loss of a parent, for example, but not understand what has 
happened or be able to put their feelings into words.

• Previous experience of bereavement may help a person navigate 
some of the practical and organisational tasks that follow a death. 
On the other hand, additional bereavements may compound their 
grief. One person said, ‘I just felt as if the world had it in for me.’ 

• Religious and cultural differences can affect grieving. Sometimes 
strict mourning periods are required. A woman whose baby sadly 
died at birth said that because of her religion, she was required to 
go through a period of confinement after she gave birth, as all new 
mothers would, despite not having a baby to look after. She felt 
isolated and alone in her grief. 

• Some cultural groups are expected to show their emotions, while 
others hold them back. 

• The age of the person who has died makes a difference too. For 
example, when a baby or child or young person dies it feels against 
the ‘natural order’.

• Within a family, people may respond to the same loss very 
differently and follow different mourning rituals. For example, one 
person may wish to visit the grave of the person who has died and 
find that comforting, while the other may not.

• How a family has responded to bereavement in the past can have 
a huge impact too.  A man whose sister died when he was a child 
remembered that all her toys were taken away and that she was 
never spoken of again. This affected how he grieved when he 
experienced bereavement later in life.

• For some people a death in the family means a loss of income 
or even of a home, for example, military personnel, agricultural 
workers or clergy spouses. For some they are suddenly a single 
parent. These additional impacts can make people feel totally 
overwhelmed or can consume them so much that they put grief 
on hold to deal with them. 
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• The COVID-19 pandemic has meant that many family members 
and friends have had to mourn their losses remotely, away from 
those closest to them.

• The support networks people have following a bereavement will 
impact on their journey through grief.

These are some of the many factors that influence how a person 
responds to bereavement. When we recognise that each person’s 
experience of loss is specific to them, we can avoid putting onto 
them our own expectations of how they should be grieving. Each 
person’s ‘grief journey’ is going to be different.
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Loss
orientation

Grief work

Yearning/crying

Intrusive thoughts

Resoration
orientation

Avoidance

Denial

Distraction

Models of grief
Models of grief give valuable insights into how people experience 
grief and provide an awareness of why a bereaved person may 
be behaving the way they are. These models are not necessarily 
something you would talk to a bereaved person about, although 
some may find them helpful, but they provide a useful framework to 
help us understand what type of support someone might need. It is 
important to remember that these are just models and won’t reflect 
everyone’s experience of grief.  

There are also videos explaining the models on the Delegate 
Resources webpage.

Dual Process model

Stroebe and Schut’s Dual Process model (1999) recognises that 
bereaved people move in and out of grief depending on their 
individual circumstances and coping style. 

They described two ways of behaving: loss-oriented and restoration-
oriented. As a person grieves, they will naturally switch, or ‘oscillate’ 
between these two coping behaviours. This is why it is called the Dual 
Process model. 

Loss-oriented behaviours could be someone thinking how much 
they miss their loved one, looking at old photos, or recalling a 
particular memory. This often brings up a lot of powerful emotions, 
such as sadness, loneliness and anger. 

Restoration-oriented behaviours are things that distract someone 
from the grief they are feeling, such as work, cleaning the house or 
exercise. They are activities that try to restore order and normality. 

In the early days of grieving in particular, the oscillation may be 
quite rapid and happen frequently. They key is that both loss and 

https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/resources-for-bereavement-care/
https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/resources-for-bereavement-care/
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restoration orientated behaviours are needed. Staying exclusively in 
one or other state, could result in being unable to cope with daily life. 
It is grieving ‘in manageable chunks’.

If people are oscillating rapidly over several months, or if they 
seem stuck on one side or the other, it would be important to 
signpost people to professional help. However, even if someone 
seeks professional help, you can still support them by listening and 
being there.

Continuing Bonds Model

In Klass, Silverman and Nickman’s model (1996), they recognise that it 
is normal and healthy for bereaved people to maintain a connection 
with the person who has died. This could be through remembering 
them by keeping photos and mementos, particular possessions, 
marking anniversaries and special dates or visiting a special place.

These behaviours come naturally to some grieving people but may be 
seen as strange or uncomfortable by those who are supporting them.

Not only does Continuing Bonds validate that grief is ongoing, it 
also supports the idea that bereaved people can and do remain 
connected with loved ones, whilst at the same time moving forward 
with their lives.

You can reassure people that it is not unusual if they’re journalling, 
writing letters or talking to loved ones who have died. When allowing 
room for those continuing bonds and connections people can find 
their grief easier to manage. 

Continuing Bonds will look different for each person and that is their 
individual response to their bereavement. Some people will want to 
keep the connection with the person who has died more than others.
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A commonly held view is that grief shrinks over time.

Dr Lois Tonkin’s model of Growing Around Grief (1996) starts from 
the premise that grief doesn’t shrink over time, but that as the 
bereaved person moves forward in their grief, so their life expands 
around their grief. 

She illustrates it by imagining grief as a ball and life as a container. 
In the immediate days and weeks after loss the ball is in a small 
container and it fills the space. Life is completely taken up with grief. 

In time the ball moves to a slightly larger container. This symbolises 
the bereaved person having a little more capacity for other things in 
life, such as managing household tasks or meeting up with friends. 
As this process continues the ball stays its original size but the 
container expands further as the person returns to work, takes up 
a new hobby or develops new relationships. Grief remains, but it no 
longer fills the person’s life.

It is also helpful to be aware that although most of the time they are 
living outside of their grief, certain triggers may take the person back 
into it.  It can be a relief to people to know that they do not have to let 
go of their grief completely as they find their ‘new normal’ and live a 
fulfilling life. 

A lady whose husband had died a few years before shared that when 
she took her daughter to university and they were unpacking, she 
suddenly found herself unexpectedly in tears. Seeing other parents 
dropping their children off with both Mum and Dad present had 
brought a resurgence of grief for the loss of her husband, as he was 
not able to share this milestone in their daughter’s life together. Even 
though people live outside of their grief more and more as time goes 
on, the grief is always there.

Reality: Life can 
grow around grief

Expectation: Grief 
lessens over time

Growing around grief model
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Four Tasks of Mourning Model 

This is an additional model to the three models that we cover on the 
training that people have also found helpful.

William Worden’s model (1976) outlines four tasks that a bereaved 
person needs to work through. He explains that they are not things 
to achieve, but rather a description of a process. The tasks can be 
approached at any time and in any order. 

1. Accept the reality of the loss
This means facing up to the fact that the person who has died is 
not coming back. Acknowledging the new reality is an important 
foundation for the bereaved person to begin to move into a ‘new 
normal’. For some, the funeral or memorial service or scattering the 
loved one’s ashes is the start of this process.

2. Experience and work through the pain and grief
This is about expressing and not suppressing the sadness, loneliness, 
fear, despair, anger, guilt, relief or other emotions a bereaved person 
may feel. When those feelings are recognised, a person is better able 
to think how they impact them, and they can then choose to engage 
with those emotions in a way that is helpful to them.

3. Adjust to the world
This is about the bereaved person adjusting to the world as it is now 
without their loved one. It may mean taking up a new role such as 
paying the bills or doing the cooking. It may mean living alone or the 
loss of dreams, such as a child who will never go to university. The 
bereaved person is adjusting to a new normal.

4. Find an enduring connection while embarking on a new journey
This task is not about ceasing to love the person who has died, but 
about taking the memories and special moments from when they 
were alive to be a source of joy and strength on the new path. 

In summary, each model illustrates a different approach and uses 
different metaphors, but all the models recognise that grieving is not 
a quick process and doesn’t necessarily follow a certain order. They 
acknowledge that grief is a unique experience for each person and 
dependent on many factors, as we have already heard. There is no 
time scale for grief; everyone’s experience will be different. 

Many people have found understanding grief as a journey a helpful 
picture. It gives a sense that it is possible to move forward and even 
discover new things along the way. There may be someone who can 
walk alongside them, sharing the journey. 
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Children and grief 

Children and young people experience the death of someone close 
in their own unique way. Their understanding will be shaped by 
their developmental age. They will grieve in many different ways and 
will display a wide range of reactions and emotions. Children can 
show sadness or worry through their words or their actions. Their 
behaviour may change as part of their grief. Sometimes a child’s grief 
is likened to jumping in and out of puddles, moving quickly between 
intense sadness and normal activities. It is hard for children to sustain 
emotions of grief for any length of time, so puddle jumping acts as a 
way of coping, but doesn’t mean the child is unaffected. This is very 
much like the Dual Process model that we talked about earlier. 

It is important to be honest with children, explaining death to them 
in clear, simple terms in accordance with their developmental age. 
Children need the opportunity to explore and express how they feel, 
ask questions and be listened to. 

There are specific organisations that offer support and information 
for bereaved children. You can find details on your Delegate 
Resources webpage.

https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/resources-for-bereavement-care/
https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/resources-for-bereavement-care/
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Supporting bereaved people 
Handling emotions

Anger, guilt, fear and unforgiveness are some of the emotions that 
are frequently experienced by bereaved people, although they will 
not always be present for everyone.  

We want to support bereaved people as they experience these 
emotions so that they can avoid becoming stuck and developing 
what is sometimes called ‘complicated grief’. 

Complicated grief 

There are many different reasons why someone may develop 
complicated grief, although this is not something that affects large 
numbers of people. 

It’s helpful to be able to recognise the features of complicated grief 
although it’s important to note that these features are likely to be 
present in most grief journeys in the early days. Complicated grief is 
when these behaviours persist over a long period of time. 

Here are some ideas of what complicated grief might look like:

• Prolonged and intense yearning. For example, desperately wanting 
to hold your baby, speak to your parent again.

• Recurrent intrusive and distressing thoughts. For example, having 
flashbacks about how the person died, what they suffered.

• Difficulty concentrating. 

• Inability to cope with daily life. For example, planning a meal, 
doing the washing.

• Feeling that life is now meaningless. For example, not wanting to 
plan for the future, a feeling of hopelessness.

It is important to recognise when someone may need further help 
in addition to the support that you are giving. If a grieving person 
is unable to function after several months, they may be exhibiting 
complicated grief. If there’s any doubt, it’s best to recommend that 
the bereaved person visits their GP or seeks specialist support. 

Our hope is that by offering practical friendship and support, a 
bereaved person is less likely to develop complicated grief. We can 
make a difference by being a listening ear, a shoulder to cry on and 
offering practical help.  
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Confidentiality and safeguarding

When you are providing a safe space for a bereaved person to talk, 
they may share something that causes you concern about their 
wellbeing or safety. It’s important to be clear from the beginning that 
although your conversation with them is private, you can’t promise 
confidentiality. 

If you are concerned about the bereaved person’s welfare, or you 
believe them to be at risk of hurting themselves or someone 
else, there is a responsibility to pass that information onto the 
safeguarding lead for your church or organisation. 

Looking after yourself

It is also important to look after yourself as supporting someone 
who is grieving can be challenging. It’s like the aeroplane analogy of 
putting on your own oxygen mask first so that you can help someone 
else put their mask on. 

This may be something that you have not thought about before – but 
who is there to support you?

Who is in your support network? 

Who can you speak to confidentially? Remember that any 
safeguarding concerns you have should be directly discussed with 
the safeguarding lead. 

Having a trusted person to talk to can be very valuable if you are 
concerned that a bereaved person is becoming too dependent on you.

Setting boundaries, and sticking to them, will help you to sustain 
your support to the bereaved person. Decide how much time you 
can offer and be clear about the time you are able to give. It helps 
manage the person’s expectations and prevent misunderstanding. 

There may be others in your network who can share the load by 
coming alongside the bereaved person and also giving them support. 

What do you do to look after your own wellbeing – physical or mental, 
emotional or spiritual?  

A good question to ask is ‘What do I like to do?’

It could be going for a walk or other exercise, reading, having a bath, 
meeting friends. It’s not selfish to make time for those things that 
recharge and equip you.
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Listening and communication
One of the best ways of providing emotional support to someone 
who has been bereaved is through good listening. However, listening 
well is not always easy and there can be things that can get in the 
way and make it hard for us to hear what is being said.   

Barriers to listening and communication

Some of the barriers to listening and communicating with someone 
who is bereaved are:

• Accents/tone of voice
 Someone may have a strong accent which is difficult to 

understand, or they may be crying or speaking very quietly. 

• Language
 If English is not their or your first language, this may make 

communication more challenging. Sometimes you may need to 
have an interpreter to help you. 

• Assumptions
 Making assumptions or thinking you know best about what 

someone might need or want to do can mean that you may not 
hear what they really need. You may also not be giving someone 
adequate space to say what they are really feeling.

• Distractions
 There may be other things going on in the room or you may be 

distracted by your mobile phone or notifications if you are online.  

• Physical barriers
 Audio calls mean you can’t see the person and even video calls 

make it harder to see someone’s body language.

• Fixing
 There can be a huge emotional drive to want to try to make 

someone’s situation better by trying to find positives, come up 
with solutions or take control. 

• Embarrassment or anxiety about saying the wrong thing
 This may prevent you from contacting someone or talking to 

them.

• Time
 Not having sufficient time to hear what they have to say or being 

distracted by other demands on your time.
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• Emotional reactions
 Both theirs and yours – you may not know how to respond or may 

feel overwhelmed by your own emotions.

• Tiredness or stress
 You may not be in the right place emotionally to support other 

people.

Unhelpful things people say  

Everyone’s bereavement experience is unique and in many respects 
there are really no absolute right or wrong things to say or do. 
However, there are some common things that people do or say that 
are usually considered unhelpful or unsympathetic.  

Unhelpful things people say can include:  

• ‘I know exactly how you’re feeling.’ 

• ‘Time is a great healer.’ 

• ‘It’s a blessing in disguise.’  

• ‘At least he/she got to live to be that age.’ 

• ‘Oh well, you’re young enough to have another child.’

Responses that can be unhelpful for bereaved people can include:  

• People not mentioning what has happened.  

• People crossing the road to avoid speaking to you.  

• People overwhelming you with their experiences of loss.  

• Being told not to cry.  

• Being told to get on with life.  

• Being told to cheer up.  

• Being expected to be back to normal after a couple of months.  

As caring people, we want to remove someone’s pain, though of 
course we can’t do that, but what we can do is simply be there and 
listen.
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Supportive listening

Supportive listening shows that we care and are interested in the 
person. It is an important way of relating and building trust. It sends 
the message that we are seeking to understand the reality of the 
other person’s situation, even when that reality is very different to our 
own.  

Supportive listening gives a safe space to express thoughts out loud 
and can help someone identify their feelings and needs. It can give 
them insight into what they would like to happen in their situation.

When a person is listened to well, they feel valued for who they are 
and know that what they are going through matters.

So what is supportive listening and how do we do it?
There are different ways that we can offer support to people, for 
example face to face, online via video calls, phone calls or messaging. 
Whatever medium we use, it is helpful to find a quiet space, away 
from distractions, to meet with someone or to make a call. It is also 
important to make sure you have time and that you are clear about 
the amount of time you can spend with someone and manage their 
expectations.

Non-verbal communication
It is widely recognised that a significant part of communication is 
non-verbal. If we are supporting someone in person or on a video call, 
we can show that we are actively listening by our facial expressions, 
such as smiling, frowning or nodding. We can maintain good eye 
contact, and use gestures like leaning forward, a touch on the arm or 
hand movements. It helps to sit down next to someone rather than 
standing over them, or to have an open posture rather than folding 
our arms. 

Verbal communication 
What we say can make a difference, but this doesn’t mean that we 
always have to have the perfect words. Worrying that we might say 
the wrong thing can stop us supporting a bereaved person, but the 
reality is that we are unlikely to make it worse and saying nothing is 
often more hurtful. Being prepared to make contact and speak to 
someone is the most important thing.  

Tone of voice
We communicate a lot through the tone of our voice. It is as much 
how you say something, as what you say. We want to use our voice to 
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express that we are interested in what the person is saying and that 
we are actively listening, especially if we are on the phone and they 
cannot see us. It is good to be clear and confident and yet still have a 
gentle, caring and reassuring tone of voice. 

Open and closed questions
In supportive listening, questions can be used to support the 
bereaved in their grief. They act as prompts and can gently help 
someone process and explore their thoughts and emotions. There 
are different types of questions we can use. 

Closed questions can be helpful if someone is emotional or 
doesn’t feel able to speak. It can help them gain some control and 
confidence as closed questions require a short and usually factual 
answer.

For example, you could say something like:

‘Was John at home when he died?’

‘Did you see your baby?’

‘Would you like to show me your memory box?’

Open questions provide an opportunity for someone to share their 
thoughts and feelings. They convey genuine interest and an effort to 
understand. 

For example, open questions you might say are: 

‘When that happened, how did you feel?’

‘What has the last week been like for you?’

‘How do you feel about going back to work?’

‘How are you coping?’

Reflecting back
Remembering details and being able to reflect back on what you 
have heard, shows someone that you are listening to them and 
that you care. It also gives the speaker an opportunity to confirm or 
correct your understanding. Someone speaking with emotion may 
not always express things as clearly as they usually would, and your 
reflecting back can help them clarify what has been said.

• ‘It sounds like … ’ 

• ‘What I think you are saying is … ’

• ‘Have I understood? I think you said … ’
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Responding with empathy
When supporting a bereaved person, it is important to be able to 
respond with empathy.

Sometimes body language or tone of voice can portray how 
someone is really feeling when it might not fit with the words they 
are saying. For example, someone might say that they are ‘fine’, but 
you hear the wobble in their voice as they speak.  

You are looking for the feelings beneath the words, trying 
to understand the emotion they are expressing and then 
communicating that back to them. This will validate their feelings 
and help them feel understood. 

A bereaved lady might say:

‘I just feel so sad and lonely without my husband.’ 

An example of not being empathetic is:

‘At least you are not on your own; you have your family.’ 

‘At least’ is rarely empathetic as you are immediate minimising their 
emotion. Although you might be trying to help them be positive, you 
are not acknowledging that their sadness is valid. A person in this 
situation is not looking for your ‘answers’, but for your understanding.

An empathetic response would be:

‘It is understandable that you are feeling sad and lonely without 
Leroy. It must be so difficult.’

You are recognising and reflecting back their feelings of sadness and 
loneliness and acknowledging these as real and valid emotions.

Sometimes people will express feelings of guilt and we can be quick 
to close these feelings down and tell them not to feel guilty saying, 
‘It’s not your fault, you mustn’t blame yourself’. By doing this we 
are not allowing them to express their true feelings and we don’t 
give them a space to discuss these emotions. Again, it is helpful to 
acknowledge and reassure them that itis not unusual to feel this way. 
If appropriate you could say something like, ‘Can you say a bit more 
about how you feel?’ It gives the opportunity for someone to share 
more of their story and the burden they are carrying.

Allowing space for silence
It’s good to remember that it’s OK to give space in the conversation, 
to allow for silence or tears. Supporting a bereaved person, whether 
on the phone, online or face to face, is all about listening to their 
needs, not offering advice, but just being with them and sharing 
their pain. If someone is emotional, silence gives them time to 
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think about what they want to say next. By holding the space, we 
give unspoken permission for them to tell us more. You can use a 
reassuring statement such as:

• ‘I can hear/ see how upset you are.’

• ‘Take your time, I’m still here.’

• ‘We’ve got plenty of time.’

Being able to come along side someone who is bereaved and offer 
them empathy, space to talk and a listening ear can be so powerful. 
The greatest gift you can give to someone who is bereaved is to be 
there and to listen. 

Guidance for phone or video support

Preparing for the call

• Make sure other people in the house know that you are making 
a private call and not to disturb you. If making a video call, use 
headphones if you need to for confidentiality.

• It is good to have a comfortable, safe space to talk where you won’t 
be interrupted.  

• Give yourself plenty of time so that you do not have to rush the call. 

• Make sure you have all the things you may need during the call 
within easy reach. This may include a drink, pen and paper or 
tissues.  

• You may wish to keep some notes during the call – they can act as 
a simple memory jog for a future call. Do remember confidentiality 
and do not leave notes where others can see them. Make sure you 
destroy them once the support finishes.  

• Take time to pray and ask for wisdom and guidance during the 
call. Ask someone else to pray for you.  

Occasionally it may be appropriate for the bereaved person to call 
you, in which case you may not have time for this preparation. It is OK 
to explain that you are just going to move to a quiet space to speak to 
them. They will feel valued that you are taking that time and trouble. 
If you are unable to speak at that time, or for any length of time, it is 
best to be honest and ask them if it would be OK to call them back 
at a suitable time for them, when you are able to give them your full 
attention. 
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During the call  

• It is helpful to make sure it is still a good time for you to speak to 
the person, so you could say ‘Hi … is this still a good time for us to 
talk?’ 

• Use your supportive listening skills.   

• It is important that they feel heard. Keep using your listening skills 
even when you know you’ve heard their story before.

• Only share your own experience of loss if the person specifically 
asks you and then keep it brief.  

• Don’t try to fix the problem or offer advice from your own 
experiences. This is their grief journey and they need to work it out 
for themselves.  

• If you become aware that the person is distracted or that other 
people are in the room, it may not be appropriate to continue the 
conversation and may be better to suggest arranging another 
time to have the call. 

 
To end the call  

• It is vital that the bereaved person feels heard and not cut off, so 
how the conversation finishes is very important.  

• It can be helpful near the end of the call to indicate how much 
longer you are able to talk for. Say something like ‘Just so you 
know, I am able to talk for about another ten minutes, I hope that 
is OK?’ This can help to manage expectations and is a gentle way 
of signalling that the call will be coming to an end. 

• When you feel that it is time, draw the conversation to a 
conclusion with comments such as ‘It’s been good to be able 
to talk today’ or ‘I imagine you are feeling exhausted – shall we 
arrange another time to talk?’   

• Where appropriate, make arrangements for another call. Do not 
finish the conversation without both of you knowing what you 
have decided for the next step.
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Faith Questions

Some of the questions that a bereaved person might ask are faith 
questions. These are questions that arise naturally for many people, 
whether they would describe themselves as having a faith or not. 

Some of their questions might be:

• ‘Why did God let this happen?’

• ‘Where was God when I needed Him?’

• ‘Why did God not answer my prayers and yet he did for others?’

• ‘Does God care?’

These are completely understandable and a normal response to 
the loss of someone close, especially if the death was in some way 
unexpected or traumatic. However, these can be questions that we 
can sometimes feel uncertain about how best to respond.

We have just looked at the power of good listening and this is just as 
true when someone asks a ‘faith question’ or expresses their anger 
at the God who let them down or who did not intervene. It’s not 
comfortable to be with someone in their distress, but by listening 
you are creating a safe place for questions to be asked and emotions 
to be expressed. We naturally want to make things better or give 
answers, but there may be no answers that can be given. It can be 
helpful to acknowledge their feelings and recognise them as valid. 
You might say something like, ‘It is understandable that you feel 
angry with God’.

It’s not about feeling you have to avoid the subject. One person 
described how relieved they were when someone asked them 
directly how their faith was doing. Some people have said how they 
disliked conversations that skirted round ‘the elephant in the room’.   

Many people will find comfort in the message of God’s love but 
glib or clichéd statements, such as ‘They are in a better place’ are 
unlikely to help. Sometimes it is a question of timing. There may 
come an appropriate occasion to share your own experience, if that 
is relevant, or to help someone consider another perspective, but be 
careful about voicing your own beliefs, especially in the early days of 
bereavement.

A lot depends on your relationship with the person. Are you a close 
friend, or a member of their church? Are you a minister/member of 
the clergy?  

Whatever your role, it is good to be prepared and think through what 
you believe and why. If you are part of a group, for example from a 
church, it would be a valuable investment to spend time together 
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discussing this. Do you know someone who could facilitate that sort 
of discussion? 

John Wyatt, a specialist in the medical care of newborn babies, says 
in his book Matters of Life and Death: ‘Suffering is not a question 
which demands an answer, it is not a problem which requires a 
solution, it is a mystery which demands a presence.’

The most important thing is that you are accompanying someone on 
their journey of grief.

One place you can find more information on this topic is in Revd 
Canon Yvonne Richmond Tulloch’s booklet Faith Questions in 
Bereavement. Details are at the back of this handbook.
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Providing practical support to 
bereaved people
There is a very helpful video created by The Church of England and 
Ataloss and is available on the Delegate Resources webpage.  This 
talks about how we can help support bereaved people and covers 
three areas: Contact, Listen and Bless.

There is also a selection of videos on the Delegate Resources 
webpage where you will hear people speak about their experiences 
of grief.

The practical ideas listed below are not an exhaustive list, but we 
hope they inspire you to think of ideas that could work for you and 
the bereaved people you are supporting.  

Helping with funeral arrangements

The funeral service can be hugely important in helping the bereaved 
person start to accept the death of a loved one. As a church you may 
be able to support and advise with the planning and organising of 
the funeral. 

There is a helpful article contained in the Walking Through the Valley 
booklet, a guide to bereavement support for churches by Care for the 
Family. Details are at the back of this handbook.

You may be able to find ways to livestream the funeral service 
for those who cannot attend in person. This was something that 
particularly happened during the pandemic, but can still be used 
for many reasons, for example, family who cannot travel to a funeral, 
friends who are too ill to attend.

Continuing support after the funeral

When supporting those who have been bereaved, we are in this 
for the long haul.  Bereaved people will often find that they receive 
a lot of support immediately after their bereavement and up until 
the funeral. After the funeral that can change and the support they 
were receiving can fade as people around them get back to ‘normal’, 
but they are left feeling anything but normal! It’s really important to 
continue to offer support.  

It’s helpful to bring other people alongside the bereaved person on 
their grief journey to widen their network of support. This will help to 
prevent the bereaved person from becoming too dependent on one 
person.

https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/resources-for-bereavement-care/
https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/resources-for-bereavement-care/
https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/resources-for-bereavement-care/
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Support could include:

• Shopping, collecting medication, etc.

• Providing meals (where appropriate). Perhaps this is something 
the church could organise.

• Visiting/telephone/video call support. Video call support should 
only be offered after you have made initial contact. 

• Signposting to specialist support organisations. Care for the Family 
has a specific team for bereaved parents, bereaved siblings and 
those who have been widowed at a young age. You could also help 
them to find out about any local community support groups.    

Memory building

One of the key needs of bereaved people is to be able to talk about 
the person they are grieving for and to reflect on memories of them. 

We can support someone in their grief by offering ways they can 
remember their loved one, keep connections and build memories 
going forward in their grief journey. 

It’s important to remember that not every idea will be suitable for 
every bereaved person. Try to be sensitive to their situation and their 
circumstances before you give them some practical ideas to help. 
For example, it may be that parents have experienced the death of a 
baby and so there are few tangible memories. But there are ways of 
remembering and creating memories going forward. 

Some of the ideas below are appropriate to support children in their 
bereavement journey. However, it’s also important to offer families 
some additional support through organisations that are equipped to 
help children process their grief.

Things you can suggest the bereaved person could do to remember 
their loved one:

• Look at photos or watch a video of their loved one.

• Keep a journal, compose a poem or write a letter. 

• Draw, paint, or make a model. This is particularly helpful for 
children.

• Plant a tree.

• Play music that was special to the loved one or to their 
relationship. 

• Make a memory box where special things can be kept. 

• Create a new tradition, such as lighting a candle.

You could do some of these suggestions with the bereaved person 



31Bereavement Care Awareness | Training to support bereaved people | Delegate Handbook 

or you could encourage friends and family to do them as well as the 
practical support they will be offering. Friends and family could also 
create things like:

• Scrapbooks or albums where they can share pictures and stories.

• Video testimonies from family and friends – these could be used 
at a service of remembrance or simply given as a gift to the person 
who has been bereaved.

 

Bereavement support that churches could offer the 
local community

We have thought of many ways that we can help as individuals. But 
how can we widen that out so that we can do even more to support 
as a church?

Here are just a few examples of how churches have developed 
support in their own communities. Some of these ideas started life 
when individuals came on Bereavement Care Awareness training. 

• Bereavement café.

• Special services at Christmas.

• Send an anniversary card/text. Compile a spreadsheet of dates to 
remind you.

• Run a course for bereaved people in their community. The 
Bereavement Journey is a six-session course for the bereaved, 
which is available online. 

• Bereavement Friendly Church is a project aiming to help churches 
become more bereavement friendly. The Loss and HOPE website 
has resources to help churches explore this.

Next steps 

This training is just the beginning of your journey in supporting 
bereaved people within your church or community. To help you along 
your journey, here are a few more suggestions you can do:      

• Speak to your church leader to ask how you can either get involved 
in the work that is already happening or start a bereavement 
support ministry if one doesn’t already exist. 

• Discuss possible ideas and options that could work in your 
community and make a plan. 

• Invite others to attend Bereavement Care Awareness training.

https://thebereavementjourney.org/
https://thebereavementjourney.org/
https://www.lossandhope.org/whats-on-offer/becoming-bereavement-friendly/


32Bereavement Care Awareness | Training to support bereaved people | Delegate Handbook 

Evaluation

If you did not have the opportunity of doing so at the training, we 
would value your feedback. Please take our short training survey here.

We do hope that you have found the training helpful, and that you 
feel better equipped and encouraged to support bereaved people in 
your own communities. 

We believe that bereavement support can make such a difference 
to those who find themselves on the journey of grief. Thank you for 
taking the time to invest in this area of ministry. 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/BCAtraining
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Helpful links and organisations  
Despite the heartache and pain, many people journey through 
their bereavement with the support of family and friends. However, 
finding additional support, especially specialist organisations or local 
support groups, can be very helpful. For some, the grief journey will 
be long and complicated and additional support will be necessary.

AtaLoss.org

AtaLoss.org is the UK’s signposting website for bereaved people and 
anyone looking to help support them. The site lists local as well as 
national bereavement services.

Local authority/local council  

Every local authority adult social services department should have a 
database of services provided to and within the community that can 
support bereaved people. This includes any bereavement support 
groups and training, so it’s well worth checking what they have to 
offer.  

Care for the Family  

On our website you’ll find a section on bereavement support, with 
general guidance, helpful articles and resources for all types of 
bereavement. We also offer specific support to parents who have 
lost a child, adults who have lost a sibling and those who have been 
widowed at a young age. 

Contact us to request copies of any of the following: 

• Walking Through the Valley – A bereavement guide for churches 
(free booklet)

• Bereaved Parent Support leaflet – describes Care for the Family’s 
support 

• Widowed Young Support leaflet – describes Care for the Family’s 
support

Bereavement can have a significant impact on all areas of family life. 
Care for the Family offers a wide range of support, resources and 
encouragement for parents and couples. This can be really helpful 
when supporting individuals and families over a longer period 
of time. 

http://www.ataloss.org
https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/support-for-you/family-life/bereavement-support/
https://general-bereavement-support.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/058-19-CFF-Walking-Through-the-Valley-bereavement-booklet-revision-Proof-19-7-19.pdf
https://bereavedparents.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/BPS-Dos-and-Donts-A4-printable.pdf
https://widowedyoung.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/How-you-can-help-those-widowed-young.pdf
https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/family-life/parent-support
https://www.careforthefamily.org.uk/family-life/couple-support
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Other resources and organisations

You will need to assess which ones are right for your church and 
those you support, but here are some resources which others have 
found helpful:

• First Steps Through Bereavement by Sue Mayfield (Lion Hudson)
Useful for both supporters and bereaved people. 

• The Path Not Chosen booklet by Revd. Wendy Bray (CWR)
 A booklet (available for purchase in packs of six) to help the 

bereaved on their bereavement journey.

• Insight into Bereavement by Wendy Bray & Diana Priest (CWR)
 Useful for both supporters and bereaved people.

• Living with Loss (LifeWords)
 Developed with bereavement counsellors, this booklet deals 

honestly with heartache, anger, fear, and loss. 

• Faith Questions in Bereavement booklet by Revd Canon Yvonne 
Richmond Tulloch  

 A useful booklet for both supporters and bereaved people.

• Grief, Loss and Pain in Churches by Bill Merrington (Augsburg 
Books)

 This is helpful for churches wanting to explore the wider area of 
loss in much more detail.  

• A Grace Disguised by Jerry Sittser (Zondervan Publishing).
 Following the deaths of his mother, wife and daughter in a car 

accident, the author describes how he considers that God had 
“stretched his soul” through his loss.  

• Walking In Their Shadow by Lex Bradley (BRF)
 This resource aims to equip children’s and youth workers, church 

leaders and those working in a chaplaincy context to support 
bereaved children and young people.  

• ToughStuff Journal by Pete English (At a Loss)
 The journal helps young people process grief. 

• The Bereavement Journey
 Produced by Holy Trinity Brompton, this is a six-week course for 

bereaved people that can be run by churches. 

• Grave Talk
 Produced by the Church of England, this resource helps people 

talk about death.
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• Pastoral Care training for churches
 Provided by Pastoral Care UK, who are part of the Association of 

Christian Counsellors, the training can be run in different formats, 
including home group-based training.

• Bereavement Care Service Standards
 Support offered through website, national helpline, live chat, 

group, zoom, telephone or one-to-one in person support so that 
those who are grieving get the help they need.

• At a Loss.org website
 This is a signposting website for anyone bereaved and those 

supporting them

• Loss and HOPE website
 This is a coalition of Christian organisations seeking to help the 

Church support those bereaved.

http://www.ataloss.org
https://www.lossandhope.org


Bereavement Care Awareness Delegate Handbook 
© Care for the Family. This edition 2022. 
All rights reserved

Except as stated, no part of this guide may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system or transmitted in any form or by any means – electronic, mechanical, 
scan, photocopy, recording or otherwise – for any purpose whatsoever, without 
written permission of the publisher.

Care for the Family is a Christian initiative to strengthen family life. 
A registered charity (England and Wales: 1066905; Scotland: SC038497).  
A company limited by guarantee no. 3482910. Registered in England and Wales.  
Registered office: Tovey House, Cleppa Park, Newport, NP10 8BA.

Tel: 029 2081 0800 | Email: mail@cff.org.uk | Web: cff.org.uk


