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We’d love to hear from you. 
1) Join our Readers’ Panel. Have your say and be involved in 
updating our guides by joining our Readers’ Panel. You don’t need 
any specialist knowledge at all. 

Join our Readers’ Panel at www.ageuk.org.uk/readers-panel.

http://www.ageuk.org.uk/readers-panel
mailto:stories%40ageuk.org.uk?subject=
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What this guide is about 
The death of someone close to us can be one of 
the hardest things we ever have to go through. 
Whether it’s expected or not, it can affect us in 
lots of different ways and, unfortunately, all we 
can do is cope as best we can.  

Grief is very personal and there’s no right or wrong way to deal 
with losing someone you care about. But this guide explores 
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This might help.
After a loved one dies, there are certain practical things that 
need doing, such as registering the death and arranging a 
funeral. Some people find getting on with practicalities a 
welcome distraction – while for others it’s the last thing they 
want to think about. 

To try and make things a bit easier, our guide When someone 
dies takes you through the practical things you might need to 
think about. 
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Coping with a bereavement.
Unfortunately, as we get older, it gets more likely that  
we’ll experience a bereavement. This might be the death of  
a parent, a friend, a partner or even a child. How we react is 
likely to depend on our relationship with the person and the 
circumstances of their death. 

Grief is very personal, and it can take some time to come to 
terms with how you feel. The emotions you experience might 
feel overwhelming at times but things do get easier – even 
though it might not feel possible at first. Talking to someone is 
often the best way to start feeling better – whether they’re a 
loved one or a professional, such as a doctor or bereavement 
counsellor. 
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Dealing with grief 
Grief is the often conflicting mixture of emotions you 
experience when someone close to you dies. It can be 
overwhelming – but it’s important to remember that there’s no 
right or wrong way to feel. Everyone grieves in their own way. 

Grief is natural and it can last a long time. How you feel might 
be influenced by several things – such as your personality, past 
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The coronavirus pandemic 
The death of a loved one can be particularly difficult to cope 
with when you’re unable to say goodbye and grieve in the way 



9



10

How you might be feeling 
The emotions you experience as you grieve can be intense, and 
you might feel some more strongly than others. There might be 
days you cope better and days you feel overwhelmed. 

You might cry a lot – and that’s OK. Lots of people find that they 
feel better after crying. Equally, you might not cry at all – and 
that’s OK too. There’s no formula for how to respond to the 
death of a loved one. There are no right or wrong emotions. 
And with time, and the right support, feelings of grief tend to 
become less intense, and you can start to adjust to the loss. 

Numb 
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Empty and sad 
The feeling of emptiness that can follow someone’s death 
might feel overwhelming and like it’ll never go away. At this 
time, sadness can come in waves – some days or weeks might 
seem easier to cope with than others. This is a natural response 
when someone dies. 

It’s during this period of sadness that some healing can take 
place, even if it doesn’t feel that way. 

But some people find that this sadness doesn’t pass, and it 
develops into depression. If you feel depressed, if you can’t 
think about anything but the person who’s died, or you’re 
struggling with things like eating and sleeping, talk to your 
doctor or a loved one. It’s important to get support if you  
need it. 

This might help.
If you’re feeling depressed or you’re worried about how you’re 
feeling, you can call Samaritans (page 29) at any time of the 
day or night on 116 123 if you need someone to talk to. In 
Wales, you can also contact the C.A.L.L. helpline (page 28). In 
Northern Ireland, you can also contact Lifeline (page 29). 

Your emotions might be so overwhelming that you feel you 
might hurt yourself in some way. If so, you should talk to 
someone as soon as possible, whether that’s your doctor or a 
specialist helpline. 

If you’ve harmed yourself or you think you’re about to harm 
yourself, call 999 or go to A&E. 
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Guilty 
It’s common to experience feelings of guilt when someone 
you’re close to dies. You might wonder whether you could have 
done more to help them, or regret something you said – or 
didn’t say – when they were alive. 

Try not to be too hard on yourself or anyone else. With time, 
you’re likely to reach some acceptance of what’s happened and 
be able to move forward with positive memories. 

However, if your sense of guilt doesn’t go away or becomes 
more powerful, you should try and talk about it with 
someone you’re close to, or with someone who specialises in 
bereavement support. 
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Relieved 
You might experience feelings of relief when someone you love 
dies. This can be unexpected and unsettling, but there are lots 
of reasons you might feel this way. It might be because the 
person is no longer in pain or distress – perhaps after a long 
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Isolated 
Losing a loved one can make you feel very lonely. This might be 
because you were very close to them – for instance, they were 
your partner or spouse – or because you were their carer for a 
long time. Or it might be because you can’t face talking to other 
people or socialising like you used to. 

Whatever the reason, feeling isolated can affect your 
confidence. If you can, talk to others about how you’re feeling 
and try to stay connected to friends and family. 

If you were very close to the person who’s died, other people 
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Talking about your feelings 
However you’re feeling, it’s important to talk about it. This can 
be easier said than done, as many people feel uncomfortable 
talking about death – whether they’re bereaved themselves or 
trying to support someone who’s lost a loved one. 

But death affects us all. Talking to someone about how you’re 
feeling, or just talking about the person who’s died, can make 
you feel better. It’s also a chance to remember the person and 
celebrate their life and what they still mean to you. 

Starting this kind of conversation with others can help them feel 
more comfortable talking to you about what’s happened. You 
never know, it might also give them the opportunity to discuss 
feelings they’ve felt unable to share. 

It isn’t easy. While there might be some days you enjoy talking 
about the person who’s died, there might be days when it just 
feels too difficult. It might also be some time before you feel 
able to talk about them and how you’re feeling. Some people 
might never really feel ready. 

You don’t necessarily have to talk to someone you know. You 
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Looking after yourself 
Bereavement can have a physical impact as well as an 
emotional one. It can leave you feeling exhausted and 
unmotivated. But it’s important that you continue to do  
what you can to look after yourself. 

Sleep and rest 
Grief is tiring – whether it’s arranging the practicalities, 
travelling, sleepless nights or just being overwhelmed with 
everything going on. Even if you can’t sleep, or your sleep is 
disrupted, be kind to yourself and rest when you can. 

The charity Mind (page 29) gives practical tips on how to 
improve sleep on its website. 

Food and drink 
It might be the last thing on your mind, but try to eat and drink 
regularly. Even if you’ve lost your appetite, it’ll help keep you 
healthy and boost your energy levels. Don’t worry too much 
about eating a balanced diet – eating anything is better than 
eating nothing. 

Sometimes, drinking can become an escape from a difficult 
time – so it’s good to be mindful of how much you’re having. 
If your drinking is becoming unhealthy, or you notice that 
someone else is starting to rely on alcohol to cope with their 
grief, talk to a specialist organisation such as Drinkaware  
(page 28). 

This might help.
Our guide Healthy living has more information on keeping 
yourself in good health. 
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Self-care 
It can feel difficult to take care of yourself following a 
bereavement. This might mean you don’t wash as frequently 
as you used to, you don’t take your medication, or you miss 
doctor’s appointments. But it’s important to look after yourself. 

If you find yourself neglecting your care needs, or you notice 
loved ones neglecting theirs, it’s worth talking to someone 
you’re close to or a professional such as a doctor. 

If the person who’s died used to help you with things like 
washing or getting to the doctor or the shops, see page 22 
for information about where to get support. 

Staying connected 
After a loss, you might find yourself becoming more withdrawn, 
avoiding social situations and staying at home more. But it’s 
important to try and stay connected with friends and loved 
ones, even though it might feel difficult. 

It can feel hard to talk to others, especially when you might not 
feel like being social. But if someone was close to the person 
who’s died too, they might be feeling a similar way – so a chat 
over a cuppa might help you both. 

There might be a bereavement support group in your local  
area. These groups can offer a safe and comforting 
environment to talk about your experiences with people  
who’ve also had a bereavement.
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When you’re ready, is there a course or class you’d like to try?  
It can be a great way to lift your mood and meet new people – 
some of them may be in a similar position to you. If it’d make 
you feel more comfortable, you could ask someone you know 
to come with you. 

Some people find their faith a great comfort when someone 
close to them dies. If you have a faith, being actively involved 
with your local place of worship can help socially, emotionally 
and spiritually. 

Volunteering can also be a great way to meet new people 
and stay connected, and you can help a cause that means 
something to you. Timings are often flexible too, so you can 
start out doing what you feel able to and build on this over time. 
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Past bereavements 
If you’ve lost someone close to you before, you might have 
expected to experience similar feelings again. But different 
losses can affect us in different ways. Some emotions may 
be stronger after the death of certain people, or you might 
experience emotions you haven’t felt before. 

Bereavement can trigger memories of past losses, too, and 
you might find these unhappy times coming back to you 
particularly strongly. It might be that emotions weren’t as 
openly discussed at the time, for instance, or that your feelings 
as a child were overlooked. A miscarriage or the death of a child 
may have been particularly hard to cope with at the time.

You might feel the need to mourn and talk about these 
losses before you can start to cope with your more recent 
bereavement. If you can, talk to friends and family about how 
you’re feeling. If you’d prefer to talk to a professional, you can 
see your doctor or a bereavement counsellor. 

This might help.
You can contact specialist organisations for more help. 
Sands (page 29) supports those who have lost a child during 
pregnancy or after birth. The Compassionate Friends (page 30) 
supports people who’ve been affected by the death of a child of 
any age. 

The armed forces charity SSAFA (page 30
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Looking ahead 
It can be difficult to think about the future while you’re grieving, 
and there’s no rush to – do everything at your own pace. But 
looking after yourself and talking about how you’re feeling can 
help you start to look ahead. 

You might feel guilty at first, but finding enjoyment in life isn’t 
a betrayal of the person who’s died, or a substitution for the life 
you had with them. Life will never be quite the same again, but 
that doesn’t mean it can’t be lived to the full. Spend time with 
those close to you and do things you enjoy. It might be a good 
time to learn something new, take up a new hobby and make 
new friends. 

Give yourself things to look forward to. You might not feel ready 
for this for a good while, but when you do, booking a trip or an 
activity might be a nice break from your day-to-day routine. 

Birthdays, anniversaries or other dates that are significant to 
you and the person you’ve lost can be particularly difficult. You 
might find it helpful to consider how you’ll deal with them in 
advance. You might want to use them to celebrate the person’s 
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Useful organisations.

Age UK.
We provide information and advice for people in later life  
through our Age UK Advice Line, publications and website.  

Age UK Advice: 0800 169 65 65. 
Lines are open seven days a week from 8am to 7pm.  
www.ageuk.org.uk.

In Wales, contact Age Cymru Advice: 0300 303 44 98. 
www.agecymru.org.uk.

In Northern Ireland, contact Age NI: 0808 808 7575. 
www.ageni.org.

In Scotland, contact Age Scotland: 0800 124 4222. 
www.agescotland.org.uk.

http://www.ageuk.org.uk
http://www.agecymru.org.uk
http://www.ageni.org
http://www.agescotland.org.uk
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AtaLoss 
Website that helps people find the right bereavement support 
services for them. You can filter results by the type of loss you’re 
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Lifeline 
Helpline service for people experiencing distress or despair 
in Northern Ireland. It can also provide follow-up support, 
including counselling and complementary therapy. 
Tel: 0808 808 8000 
www.lifelinehelpline.info

Mind 
Provides advice and support for anyone experiencing a mental 
health issue. 
Tel: 0300 123 3393 
Email: info@mind.org.uk 
www.mind.org.uk 

National Bereavement Service 
Offers straightforward information and guidance to people who 
have lost a loved one. It can guide you through the practical 
arrangements you need to make after a death, while offering 
emotional support. 
Tel: 0800 0246 121 
www.thenbs.org 

Samaritans 
Helpline offering confidential support to people in distress,  
24 hours a day. 
Tel: 116 123 
Email: jo@samaritans.org 
www.samaritans.org 

Sands 
Provides support to parents, grandparents and their families 
when a baby dies during pregnancy or after birth. You can get 
in touch at any time after the loss – even years later. 
Tel: 0808 164 3332 
Email: helpline@sands.org.uk 
www.sands.org.uk 



30

SSAFA, the Armed Forces Charity 
Offers support and advice to anyone who has served in the 
armed forces or anyone who has lost someone that served. 
Tel: 0800 260 6767 
www.ssafa.org.uk

The Compassionate Friends 
National self-help organisation through which parents who 
have been bereaved offer friendship and support to other 
bereaved parents, grandparents and their families. 
Tel: 0345 123 2304 
Email: helpline@tcf.org.uk 
www.tcf.org.uk 

The Good Grief Trust 
Provides advice, support and contact details for other 
organisations that help people affected by grief in the UK. 
Email: 
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Help us be there for someone else.
We hope you found this guide helpful. When times are 
tough, it’s so important to get some support. Did you know 
you could help us reach someone else who needs a little 
help? Here’s how:

Give your views on guides like this. 
Our Readers’ Panel helps make sure the 
information we produce is right for older people 
and their families. We’d love you to join. Go to 
www.ageuk.org.uk/readers-panel.

Donate to us. 
Every donation we receive helps us be there 
for someone when they need us. To make a 
donation, call us on 

http://www.ageuk.org.uk/readers-panel
http://www.ageuk.org/donate
http://www.ageuk.org.uk/volunteer
http://www.ageuk.org.uk/campaigns
http://www.ageuk.org.uk/legacy


If contact details for your local Age UK are not in the 
below box, call Age UK Advice free on 0800 169 65 65.

0800 169 65 65.
www.ageuk.org.uk. 

Age UK is a charitable company limited by guarantee and 
registered in England and Wales (registered charity number 
1128267 and registered company number 6825798). 

http://www.ageuk.org.uk
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