
Grief at the Counter



Why am I here? 
BASW and MSW from the University of Iowa

20 years working and volunteering in pediatric oncology

Followed my dad to hospice

Hospice Social Worker and Bereavement Coordinator 
for HCCH

Talking about death, grief, and loss makes it easier for 
all of us to talk about death, grief, and loss! This leads to 
less difficult deaths and healthier grieving. 



Howard County 
Community Hospice

Our mission is to enhance the quality of life for terminally ill 
individuals and their loved ones by providing physical, emotional, 

mental, and spiritual support before, during, and following the 
patient’s death. We strive to educate the community about 

hospice services and the grieving process.





Our Grief Services

Bereavement Support Sessions

Resources and Referrals 

Bereavement Support Group

Bereavement Mailings 

Grief Education 



Why does someone need a 
death certificate? 



A little bit of neuroscience: 

1. Your brain’s job is to keep your body alive. 
2. Different parts of your brain do different things. 

3. When the wrong part of your brain takes over at the 
wrong time, your brain may not know you’re okay, and 

the parts that need to be in charge may not be.
4. This makes it hard for people to complete basic tasks or 

think clearly and can lead to big emotions. 



What tasks do you have to 
complete when someone

you love dies? 



Dos and Don’ts…



Small towns….where everybody 
knows your name

Read the person’s facial cues and body language. 

Don’t ask  unnecessary questions, especially in front of others.

Do not focus on cause of death. 

Do share positive memories/stories if situationally appropriate. 

Do use the deceased person’s name. 

Maintain confidentiality after the interaction. 



Don’t say “I’ll keep you in my prayers…”

Don’t use religious phrases unless you know the person is religious. 

Don’t use religious phrases unless you are religious.  

Don’t say things like “God only takes the best” or “It was part of 
God’s plan.”

Do say “I’ll be thinking about you.”



Don’t use euphemisms.

Do mirror what family says or 
use “die” or “died.” 



Don’t attach a timeline to grief.

Do understand that there is no “getting
over” a death.



The ball in the box…



Don’t tell someone not to cry (or panic if 
they do).

Do offer tissues and maybe privacy 
or kind words.



Don’t compare their loss to another loss.

Do listen if they want to talk about their 
own loss.



Don’t say “Is there anything I can do?”

Do offer resources. 



Don’t say:

*anything that starts with “at least…”
*give it time/time will heal
*everything happens for a reason

Do listen



Grief is as unique as we are, and is 
influenced by:

*age * generation * gender * religion * race * sexual 
orientation * past grief experiences * specifics about the 
death/the deceased * mental health * physical health * 
income level * education * ethnicity * birth order * 
relationship to the deceased * language 



Consider this: 

I’m an immigrant and I’m legally in the US because
of my marriage to my husband, who just died. He is the 
breadwinner for my family and I stay home with our two 
children. All financial accounts are in his name. I am 
learning English but don’t speak it well. I have little 
friends here and my entire family is in Japan. I have no 
childcare so my two- and five-year-old are here with 
me.  



Consider this: 

I’m a farmer who has been married to my wife for almost 
60 years – we married right out of high school. I work 
hard as a farmer and she manages the home and the 
books for the home and farm. I have not cooked, 
cleaned, or paid a bill in my life. I miss my wife terribly, 
know nothing about our finances, and have never used 
our washing machine. I’m ashamed to say I cry every 
day. This is my third trip here – the first two times I 
couldn’t get out of the car. 



Consider this: 

I’m 22 years old and was married to the man of my 
dreams. We were just learning how to manage a 
household and negotiating our roles in our marriage 
when he just died of an aggressive brain tumor. We 
hadn’t told anyone yet, but I’m ten weeks pregnant with 
our first child. My family is very supportive, but they live 
in St. Louis. My mother-in-law is local but always thought 
I was not good enough for her son. She’s here with me 
today.  



Consider this: 

My dad was well known and liked in our community. He 
was very involved in charities and civic groups and 
politics.  Nobody outside of our family knew he had a 
severe alcohol problem until the night he had a head on 
collision with a car that included a local school teacher 
and her toddler. Nobody survived. My mom is paralyzed 
by guilt and I’m dealing with all of this on my own. I’m 
not sure I’m in the right building. 



Consider this: 

I’m a 45-year-old women who was married to a 
wonderful woman, but our families disapproved. None of 
our parents knew we were married and there was a 
giant blow up at the hospital when it was revealed that I 
am her medical and financial power of attorney. Her 
family is challenging the financial POA in court and does 
not believe I should have access to her life insurance 
policy. 



4-7-8 Breathing



Resources: Grief and Loss

Your local hospice and funeral home

EveryStep Grief & Loss Services (Amanda the Panda)
everystep.org/services/grief-loss/  

Good Grief 
goodgrief.org

Dougy Center
dougy.org

Center for Loss & Life Transition
centerforloss.com



Resources: Mental Health

Elevate Mobile Crisis Response and Your Life Iowa (call): 855-581-8111
Elevate Mobile Crisis Response and Your Life Iowa (text): 855-895-8398

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 988
Chat: suicidepreventionlifeline.org  

“Is there someone I can call for you?”



For those of you in Northeast Iowa…

Howard County Community Hospice’s Grief Support Group begins 
Monday, September 26.

We’ll meet from 6:00-7:45 at Kessel Lodge, next to RHSHC. 

Contact me today for more information! 



Questions

Contact info: brecka.putnam@avera.org or 563-547-6343.


