Relative Recovery
Loss and healing during Covid-19
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At MHA, we’re dedicated to the safety of our residents, their
family and our colleagues. In March 2020, the Covid-19
pandemic meant that all care homes closed their doors to all but
essential visitors in order to protect residents. This has been a
particularly difficult time for relatives and friends of those living in
care settings. During this time you may have experienced the loss
of a relative or friend dying from Covid-19 or from another cause;
or you may have struggled with the lengthy separation with
limited contact. If your relative or friend is living with dementia,
this may have brought its own anxieties and losses.
In this booklet we describe some of the common features of
grief; identify some of the ways in which the pandemic has made
grief more difficult; address some of the difficulties relating to
dementia; and suggest some sources of support. We hope that
this booklet can act as a reminder that as relatives and friends
of those in a care setting, it is likely you have been through a
range of emotions during this time and you are not alone in
experiencing these.
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Distress, loss and bereavement
During the Covid-19 pandemic, circumstances have meant
that for many people, the experience of loss has been more
distressing than it might otherwise have been.
The most obvious losses are when someone close to us has
died, whether that was due to Covid-19 or a different cause.
But other significant losses can also be distressing and give
rise to feelings of grief. These may include: loss of contact due
to restrictions on visiting, in place for a very long time; loss of
opportunities to say goodbye or to mourn; loss of times to mark
key moments such as anniversaries and birthdays.
For those with a relative or friend living with dementia there may
also have been anxiety about further deterioration in memory
and cognition during this time and a worry that they will not be
recognised when they meet again. All these experiences can
cause distress.

Grief
Grief is a natural response
when we suffer a loss,
whether that loss is due
to the death of someone
close or another kind of
loss. Each person will
experience grief differently
but these are some of the
more common signs:
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• Feelings of anger, guilt, loneliness, depression, emptiness,
sadness, numbness, but still occasionally experiencing
moments of joy or happiness
• Crying – sometimes unexpectedly, without warning
• Changes in sleep patterns, such as difficulty falling asleep or
too little/too much sleep
• Tiredness or a lack of energy
• Feeling lethargic or apathetic about the day’s necessary tasks
or life in general
• Changes in appetite, such as not feeling like eating or eating
too much
• Withdrawing from usual social interactions and relationships
including phone and internet calls.
• Difficulty concentrating or focusing on a task, whether at work,
at home or a hobby
• Questioning spiritual or religious beliefs, job/career choices
or purpose in life
Understanding that these feelings are normal can help us as
we grieve and can help those around us to be patient and
compassionate in their support. Feelings can come and go over
time. One day we might be cheerful and able to do ordinary
things without difficulty. On another day we may be plunged
back into the depths of sadness or exhaustion. When a death is
unexpected, grief can be more intense.
When grief is associated with a loss other than death, we and
others may be tempted to think that we should be able to cope
and these feelings are somehow “wrong”. However, research
shows that the grief you may feel around the loss of time
together, relationship and other factors (particularly for family
members or friends of people living with dementia) is very real.
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Supporting children

Guilt

You may be supporting a child or young person who is grieving.
Children can display signs of grief in different ways from adults
and it can vary greatly from one child to another and depends a
lot on age. Because children and young people may not have the
words to describe how they feel, they may express their feelings
through altered behaviour, for example being withdrawn, tearful,
clingy, or aggressive; or through physical signs such as tummy
aches, headaches or changes in sleep patterns.
If a child finds it hard to talk about their grief, you could
encourage them to write about it or to draw a picture. If you are
able to tell them a little about how you feel, it may help them to
find some words they can use. It tells them that it’s ok to feel the
way they do and it’s okay to talk about the person who has died.

A common feature of grief is a misplaced sense of guilt and this
may be heightened for losses experienced during the pandemic.
Perhaps you’ve thought some of the following:
“I shouldn’t have put Mum in a care home – she would have
been safe at home.”
“I let him down.”
“I should have done more to keep in touch.”
“I should have called less often, the staff were so stretched.”
“I should be coping better.”
“I made the wrong decision.”
It can be very hard to manage these feelings of guilt. Even
if we know logically that we did the best we could, with the
information we had, at each stage, the feelings can persist.
Be patient with yourself, they will lessen.
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Dementia
If you have a relative or friend with dementia living in a care
home, you may well have already done some grieving. It is
normal, both at the time of diagnosis and as the disease
progresses, to experience feelings of loss. You may feel the loss
of closeness, the loss of a confidante, the loss of a way of life.
If your relative or friend lived with you prior to moving to a care
home then the losses may be felt more acutely.
In order to safeguard residents, care homes reluctantly shut their
doors to visitors early on in the pandemic and many people were
unable to visit at all for many months. Contact during this time,
has often depended on phone or internet and some people living
with dementia have found it very difficult or very distressing to
communicate in these ways. Even when limited visiting, outdoors
or through a window, has been allowed, your relative or friend
may have struggled to understand what was happening or even
who you were.
All through the months you may have been worrying that your
relative or friend would be deteriorating and even whether they
would still recognise you when you could finally visit.

Visiting someone with dementia
Even when it is possible to visit, there are still difficulties to
overcome and you may be anxious about how it will be. There
are still questions about how safe it is? What if they’re angry
that I haven’t been? What if they don’t remember me? What
precautions need to be taken? What might have changed?
If the person living with dementia doesn’t recognise you straight
away, try not to worry, it may take several meetings for those
memories to be reconnected to you.
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•R
 e-introduce yourself with a reminder of the relationship
between the two of you.
•T
 ake a photograph or an easily sanitised object which might
be a reminder of the connection between you.
•T
 alk about the distant past first rather than the recent
months: it may be easier to recall long term memories.
• If safe to do so, touch can be used to help with recall.
Holding a hand can make a massive difference but you will
need to check with staff if this is safe at this time. You and
your relative may be asked to wear gloves and wash and dry
your hands.

If, despite all of your attempts your relative or friend doesn’t
recognise you, remember that emotions can still remain. There
may still be a benefit in seeing your friendly face, hearing your
voice, and enjoying your company even if they are not sure who
you are.
If your relative or friend has missed your visits keep your
responses simple, for example:
“To try and stop the spread of the virus the Government
told us that we had to stay at home.” If this still isn’t
understood, then it might be better to apologise, saying
“I’m really sorry I didn’t come”.
You can find more information and advice about visiting on our
website mha.org.uk/information-advice
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A short memorial
Life is a journey on many different roads;
sometimes we lift
our faces to the sun;
but then there are the hard journeys
through pathways of pain and fears in dark places.
Do not be afraid to name the darkness.

How do I recover from the impact
Covid-19 has had on me?
The pandemic has had an impact on almost every aspect of our
lives. Usual ways of doing many things haven’t been possible,
for example, greeting friends and family with a hug or a kiss;
holidays and trips out to favourite places; weddings; funerals;
rituals to say goodbye.
At MHA we have made opportunities when we could to
remember those who have died, but this, too, will have been
very different from our usual memorial services. You may wish
to celebrate the memory of your loved one with an online tribute
page. Whether sharing stories, adding photos and videos,
lighting virtual candles in remembrance or sharing funeral details,
a tribute page provides a dedicated and loving place to bring
comfort to those grieving and celebrate a life well lived. For more
information visit mha.org.uk/tribute.
We include here two short acts of memorial that you can use at
home if you wish. The first is a mostly non-religious service and
the second is broadly Christian. Before you start, you might like
to find a photograph of the person who has died, write down
some special memories, or play a special piece of music that
connects you with the person you are remembering today. You
might like to light a candle if it’s safe to do so.
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None of us knows the whole truth about what lies beyond death.
Some believe that as we journey between life and death, we are
safe in the hands of an infinitely gracious God. Some believe that
death invites us into a new awareness of God, and to know in
truth whether what we have valued in ourselves has eternal value.
Some believe that the greatest endeavour of human life is to be
found in the depths of loving and being loved by another. For
some, death is simply the end and brings freedom from pain and
suffering.
We remember N, believing that all human life is valuable, that the
truth and integrity and hopefulness which resides in each life,
lives on.
We know that N’s life was lived in its uniqueness with us. That the
gifts and graces which they offered are never lost to us. All that
they brought to us in their life and relationships lies now within
our own lives and goes with us into the future.
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You might want to read one of these poems
Not How Did They Die, But How Did They Live?
Not how did they die
but how did they live?
Not what did they gain,
but what did they give?
These are the units
to measure the worth
of one person,
regardless of birth.

Reflect on your memories:
• What stands out in your memory about N?
• What will you always remember about them?
• What did you learn through their life and death?

Now give thanks for their life and seek
strength for yourself and those who grieve
In our farewell, part of our grief
may be regret for things done or left undone,
words said, or never said,
or moments that never happened.
This is the time to lay aside all those regrets.
For those memories that bring joy, give thanks.
For those that bring pain or sorrow,
ask for peace.
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Not what was their church,
nor what was their creed?
But had they befriended
those really in need?
Were they ever ready
with words of good cheer,
To bring back a smile,
to banish a tear?
Not what did the sketch
in the newspaper say,
But how many were sorry
when they passed away?
Anonymous.
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Gone From My Sight
I am standing upon the seashore.
A ship at my side spreads her white
sails to the morning breeze and starts
for the blue ocean.

A blessing

She is an object of beauty and strength.
I stand and watch her until at length
she hangs like a speck of white cloud
just where the sea and sky come
to mingle with each other.

May the moon restore me by bathing me in its soft light

Then, someone at my side says:
‘There, she is gone!’
Gone where?’
Gone from my sight. That is all.
She is just as large in mast and hull
and spar as she was when she left my side and
she is just as able to bear her
load of living freight to her destined port.
Her diminished size is in me, not in her.

When the breezes blow may they breathe new strength into
my being,

I have lost and I am hurting but I am never alone.
May the sun bring me energy every day,
bringing light into the darkness of my soul.

as I wait for restful sleep and peaceful dreams.
When the rains come may they wash away my worries,
and cleanse the hurt that sits in my heart.

that I may believe in the courage of myself.
As I walk gently through the world,
I keep my loved one with me always,
knowing that we are never parted in the beating of my heart.

And just at that moment when someone
at my side says, ‘There, she is gone!’
there are other eyes watching her coming, and
other voices ready to take up the glad shout:
‘Here she comes!’
And that is dying.
Rev Luther F Beecher
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A Christian Memorial
Neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present,
nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor
anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:
he leadeth me beside the still waters.
He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of
righteousness for his name’s sake.
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I will fear no evil: for thou art with me;
thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.
Thou preparest a table before me
in the presence of mine enemies:
thou anointest my head with oil;
my cup runneth over.
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life:
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.
Psalm 23

Reflect on your memories:
• What stands out in your memory about N?

Romans 8.38-39

• What will you always remember about them?
• What did you learn through their life and death?

Life is a journey on many different roads;
but God is always with us.
Sometimes we lift our faces to the sun;
and God is with us.
But then there is the hard journey
through pathways of pain and fears in dark places;
but God is with us.
Nothing can separate us
from the love of God
In Jesus Christ.
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Now give thanks for the life of your relative or friend
and seek strength for yourself and those who grieve
In our farewell, part of our grief may be regret
for things done or left undone, words said,
or never said, or moments that never happened.
This is the time to lay aside all those regrets.
For those memories that bring joy, give thanks;
for those that bring pain or sorrow, ask for peace.
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Loving God,
thank you for N, and for all that they meant to me and to
others.
For the good times, for laughter and love, for tenderness and
care, we give you thanks.
The times of sorrow and anger, of guilt and despair, we put
into your hands, and ask for your peace with painful memories
and difficult feelings.
We pray for all who grieve, especially for those whose grief is
still raw and for those who were not able to say goodbye.
We pray for ourselves – help us to be gentle with ourselves
in times of need, and give us grace to be gentle with those
around us. Amen.

The Lord’s Prayer:
Our Father, who art in heaven,
hallowed be thy name;
thy kingdom come;
thy will be done;
on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive those who trespass against us.
And lead us not into temptation;
but deliver us from evil.
For thine is the kingdom,
the power and the glory,
for ever and ever.
Amen.
In living and loving; God is with us.
Together and apart; God is with us.
Now and always; God is with us.
Amen
In part adapted from Dorothy McRae-McMahon
‘Liturgies for the Journey of Life.’
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Getting more support
It’s not a weakness to say we need help, quite the opposite.
We would go to see a doctor if we’re in great physical pain and
emotional pain is no less important. Often just talking to a trusted
friend or the chaplain at the home or scheme will provide the
support you need. But sometimes that’s not enough and you may
need professional help.
If you experience any of the signs below, it’s time to get extra help:
• Intense anger or episodes of rage
• An inability to focus on anything but the death of a relative
or friend
• Focusing intensely on reminders of the deceased or an
excessive avoidance of such reminders
• Intense and persistent feelings of sadness, pain,
detachment, sorrow, hopelessness, emptiness, low selfesteem, bitterness or longing for the deceased’s presence
• Problems accepting the reality of the death
• Self-harming behaviour, including an over-reliance on
alcohol or drugs
• Suicidal thoughts or actions

You can call your GP or try some of the resources we’ve listed.
If you are having suicidal thoughts; thinking that everyone
would be better off without you; or feel that you can’t go
on, call Samaritans - 116 123 - a free
24-hour helpline, providing confidential support for
people experiencing feelings of distress or despair.
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Further resources
Support for your mental health and wellbeing
• Chaplaincy
- If you want to speak to the chaplain at the scheme where
your relative or friend lives or lived, do get in touch with the
scheme directly. Chaplains are a listening ear to all. If there
isn’t a chaplain, or you would rather speak to someone else,
you can send an email to chaplaincy@mha.org.uk with your
phone number and a chaplain will call you.
• Mind
- www.mind.org.uk/information-support/coronavirus/
for information and support about common mental health
challenges during Covid-19. There are other pages for
different mental health challenges that you can explore on
their site.
• Samaritans
- Visit www.samaritans.org - they have a free 24-hour
helpline, providing confidential support for people experiencing
feelings of distress or despair.
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Support for people living with dementia
• Dementia UK
- 0800 888 6678 – a free dementia helpline, staffed by Admiral
Nurses for anyone with a question or concern about dementia.
• Alzheimer’s society
- Go to ‘Dementia Talking Point’ – an online community for
people with dementia, their family, friends and carers, to ask
questions, share your experiences and get advice and support.

Support during bereavement
• Sudden
-0800 2600 400 or help@sudden.org - between 10am - 4pm
Monday - Friday
- Help when someone you love has died in a way that you
consider sudden or shocking; providing emotional support
and practical help by a named, professional case worker for
10 weeks.
• National Bereavement Partnership
- 0800 448 0800 between 7am - 10pm
• Cruse
- 0808 808 1677 - Monday - Friday 9.30am - 5pm,Tuesday,
Wednesday & Thursday 9.30am - 8pm, Weekends 10am - 2pm
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Support for children and young people during
bereavement
• Hope Again
- www.hopeagain.org.uk/ for children, linked with Cruse.
• Childhood bereavement network
- www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/help-arounda-death/what-you-can-do/for-young-people.aspx
- Downloadable resources are available which explain the ways
that may help your young person express how they may like to
be supported.
• Winstons Wish
- www.winstonswish.org/coronavirus-funerals-alternativegoodbyes/
- Provides ways to say goodbye to the person who has died, if
going to the funeral is not possible.
• Child Bereavement UK
- www.childbereavementuk.org 0800 02 888 40 (MondayFriday 9am-5pm) or email support@childbereavementuk.org.
For live chat visit the website.
- Short guidance films and information sheets on supporting
children through difficult times and advice for when you are
unable to visit someone who is ill.
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