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Strength
to Cope

Tips for managing COVID-19  
anxiety and depression

by Alan D. Wolfelt, Ph.D. 
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As a longtime grief counselor and educator, I talk 
to lots of people about life losses of all kinds. What 
I’m hearing in recent months is that COVID-19 has 
become a daunting challenge for just about every-
one. Not only have stay-at-home and work-at-home 
protocols isolated people physically and socially, but 
the uncertainty of illness, potential financial jeopar-
dy and an unforeseeable future are making it hard 
for many to cope.

You are probably seeing these stresses in the fam-
ilies you serve, and you and your loved ones may be 
experiencing them as well. In addition, your com-
munity and funeral home may have suffered a wave 
of coronavirus deaths, compounding your stress, 
anxiety and depression. 

Essentially, everyone is now grieving. Anxiety and 
depression, which are normal, necessary grief re-
sponses, are epidemic. While grief is absolutely nat-
ural in the face of these unprecedented circumstanc-
es and daily losses, it’s also demands compassionate, 
proactive care. 

If you’ve found yourself struggling with anxiety 
and/or depression, you’re not alone. Many millions 
of others – friends, neighbors, colleagues – are, too. 
In fact, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, fully 
one-third of Americans are now experiencing clini-
cal depression and anxiety.

Because of their role as front-line last responders 
during this crisis, funeral directors are especially at 
risk. The good news is that if we work on our mental 
health both collectively and individually, we can use 
this difficult time to learn how to nurture our own 
mental wellness, as well as care for others. 

ANXIETY
Anxiety is fear and worry that become pervasive and 
out of proportion. It’s a normal reaction to danger, 
which is how our minds and bodies may interpret 
the losses, risks and uncertainties of this pandemic. 
Common symptoms include:

• Nervousness, restlessness, jumpiness

• Irritability

• Trouble concentrating/being distracted by worry 
   or intrusive thoughts

• Difficulty sleeping

• Physical discomforts such as fast heart rate, rapid  
   breathing, dizziness, gastrointestinal problems  
   or trembling

• Anxiety attacks (also called panic attacks).

If you’ve experienced anxiety in the past, your 
anxiety may be worse now. And if you’ve never been 
an anxious person before, you may find yourself 
tugged at by anxiety now. If your anxiety is prevent-
ing you from going about your daily life or is having 
a significant impact on your quality of life, it’s time 
to take action. 

DEPRESSION
Depression is a common mood disorder character-
ized by feelings of sadness, as well as emptiness, ir-
ritability, low self-esteem and pessimism. It affects 
how a person thinks, feels and lives their life. Clin-
ical depression is a more severe form of depression 
that persists and makes it hard or virtually impos-
sible to function in daily life. Common symptoms 
include: 
• Feelings of apathy, guilt, hopelessness, sadness,  
   discontent
• Mood swings
• Poor sleep
• Appetite changes (eating too much or too little)
• Difficulty mustering the energy to accomplish  
   routine tasks or take part in activities.

Anxiety and depression often go hand in hand, 
but the two can be separate. And as with anxiety, 
you may be finding that any pre-existing depression 
may be worse now, or due to the unprecedented cir-
cumstances, you may be struggling with depression 
for the first time. Feeling depressed is understand-
able during the pandemic, but you can take steps to 
ease your depression and improve your quality of 
life even in the midst of it. 

MANAGING ANXIETY  
AND DEPRESSION 
There is no one right way to effectively manage anx-
iety and depression. You’ll find that some measures 
work for you and some don’t. But I encourage you to 
try a number of the following tips and share this ar-
ticle with colleagues, family members or friends you 
believe may be struggling. Finding a way out of anx-
iety and depression is often like climbing a ladder. If 
you find something that helps you make it to the first 
rung, you’ll be in a position to climb to that second 
rung and so on.

Follow a daily schedule The coronavirus life has 
thrown our schedules into disarray. Part of the rea-
son you may feel at loose ends is because your dai-
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ly structure or routine has been upended. But you 
can make one anew! Try getting up at the same time 
each day, eating scheduled meals, bathing regularly 
and going for short walks at set intervals. You’ll find 
that a routine will create a scaffold that helps you feel 
more in control and well, no matter what happens 
between those scheduled touchpoints.

Prioritize sleep
If you haven’t been sleeping well for seven to nine 
hours a night, this should be your first priority. I 
can hear some of my funeral director friends chuck-
ling already, but the truth is poor sleep exacerbates 
anxiety and depression, while the right amount of 
good-quality sleep is practically a miracle cure. Read 
up on sleep hygiene and follow best practices for cre-
ating a good sleeping environment, such as turning 
off electronics at least an hour before bed and using 

your bedroom only for sleep. If you’re still having 
trouble sleeping, see your healthcare provider, who 
can help assess your particular sleep problems and 
fix them. 

Connect with others Social distancing has been 
difficult for most of us, and especially for those in a 
household with someone who is at higher risk for se-
vere illness, as distancing may have to continue for a 
longer while. Yet connecting with others is still im-
portant. Make it a priority to talk to at least one per-
son you care about each day. Video calls are the best 
substitute for in-person visits.

In fact, because many people now have more free 
time than they normally would, you might find 
it easier to catch up with old friends, relatives and 
neighbors. In some ways, it’s an unusually oppor-
tune time to strengthen relationships outside work. 

It’s also a good time to help others in small 
ways. Reach out to someone who may need a 
little help and see what happens. 

Do something Make a pact with yourself to 
stand up and do something. Whenever you 
find yourself ruminating on depressing or 
fearful thoughts, simply stand and move your 
body for five minutes. You can do whatever 
you want for those five minutes as long as you 
are physically in motion – get a drink of wa-
ter, take a walk around the funeral home, run 
an errand or do a few lunges or stretches. 

Breathe deeply Simply focusing on your 
breath and breathing in to the count of five, 
then out to the count of five has the power 
to instantly banish bad thoughts and relax 
your body. It’s such a simple technique, but 
it works. 

Kick the habit Did you know that  nicotine, 
alcohol and caffeine can all make anxiety 
worse? These habits may feel comforting 
during a time of anxiety or depression, but 
the truth is they are likely contributing to it. 
Try gradually cutting back, and if you need 
help to quit, get it. 

Clear the clutter You’ve probably been 
spending more time at home, and a cluttered 
home can be a stressful environment. Ask an 
organized friend or family member to help 
you clean up and declutter. Your home can be 
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an oasis of calm and clarity. The same goes for your 
desk and workplace.

Foster hope and joy What makes you feel hopeful 
and joyful? Whatever it is, schedule at least a bit of it 
into each day. And if you’re having a hard time mus-
tering up hope and joy, you can borrow it from some-
one else. Call a bubbly friend, watch a silly movie or 
read an inspiring memoir. 

See a therapist COVID-19 has expedited the tran-
sition to telemedicine. Counselors are now caring for 
clients over the phone or via Zoom. Many people have 
told me they’ve found it less daunting and more con-
venient and confidential to “meet with” a therapist on-
line and expressed surprise at how much it’s helping. 

Create a Wellness Jar Use small slips of paper to 

write down things that make you feel calm, loved or 
happy, one per slip. Examples might be take a sooth-
ing bath, shoot baskets at the park, bake cookies or 
cuddle with a pet. Fold up these pieces of paper and 
place them in a jar. Then, whenever you’re feeling 
anxious or depressed, randomly select a slip of paper 
and follow the idea you unfold. 

If you or someone you know needs immediate help 
with anxiety or depression, reach out to the Sub-
stance Abuse and Mental Health Services Adminis-
tration helpline at 800-662-4357. 

What a uniquely challenging time this is. If you are 
struggling with anxiety and/or depression, I want you 
to know I empathize with you, and I see you. I also 
know that if we are proactive right now in working 
on our own wellness, as well as helping others, we can 
emerge from this pandemic, as individuals and as a 
society, better equipped to live and love well.   
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batavia, new york – When the call came for 

volunteers to help out fellow funeral directors in 

the areas most affected by COVID-19, Michael 

 Tomaszewski decided to roll up his sleeves yet 

again. In 2005, as part of D-Mort (Disaster Mor-

tuary Operational Response Team), Tomaszewski 

was deployed to New Orleans in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Katrina.

Born and raised in Batavia (located in upstate 

New York between Rochester and Buffalo, about 

five hours from New Your City), Tomaszewski has 

been a funeral director since he graduated from 

SUNY-Canton in 1993 and currently owns Michael 

S. Tomaszewski Funeral Home & Cremation Chap-

el in Batavia, which he opened in March 2008.

“I thought about volunteering as soon as there was 

a call by the New York State Funeral Directors As-

sociation and NFDA,” said Tomaszewski.

As part of his D-Mort deployment to New Orle-

ans in 2006, he spent more than two weeks in and 

around the city. “We were in the epicenter of [Ka-

trina],” he recalled. Katrina was a Category 5 hur-

ricane that occurred in late August 2005, causing 

$125 billion in damage, particularly in the city of 

New Orleans and surrounding areas, and more 

than 1,200 deaths.

“I was part of a group that picked up bodies in nurs-

ing homes when the final call to get out was issued,” 

said Tomaszewski. “As soon the call for help was 
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By Bill Williams Jr.

tallahassee, florida – As the world practices 

social distancing and continues to limit in-person 

interactions during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

traditional way of doing business in deathcare is 

challenged. 

In the current environment, many families, espe-

cially the elderly, are simply not comfortable visit-

ing facilities to make arrangements for themselves 

or a loved one. For funeral homes, cemeteries and 

crematories, this leaves owners and operators with 

the challenge of how to serve their communities 

remotely in this unique landscape.

As soon as the word “technology” appears in this 

article, some deathcare professionals will move on 

to what’s next in their day. For those who have effec-

tively served families using the same proven man-

ner for several decades, that is understandable. As 

a licensed funeral director who ran funeral homes 

early in my career and has served the deathcare 

profession my entire professional life, I understand 

that nothing is quite as meaningful as a genuine, 

face-to-face conversation and handshake. 

The good news is there are ways to integrate tech-

nology to help sustain operations today and tomor-

row without sacrificing your time-tested practices. 

This is especially true for a deathcare firm’s ap-

proach to the recordkeeping and administration of 

its preneed and perpetual care trusts. Many firms 

can enhance their service to families and also 

solve challenges with efficiency, organization and 

compliance – issues that have multiplied for firms 

during COVID-19 – by leveraging technology that 
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By MaryAnne Scheuble
mishawaka, indiana – Today, right now, in your 
town and across the world, every business is ex-
periencing challenges never before encountered. 
Consumers have adapted to takeout food, no salon 
services and online purchasing of pretty much ev-
erything. Interactive events have been replaced by 
passive TV or internet viewing. Funeral homes and 
cemeteries are restricted to offering only the most 
essential, minimal elements of final disposition.Things that are currently absent include the all-im-

portant human touch and the ability to personalize 
services for families. All of a funeral director’s pas-
toral skills are being challenged now to provide for 

those who died without family present and the ones 
they left behind.

So, when funeral service can only provide body 
preparation and entombment or cremation and 
are not allowed to attend to a family’s personal 
choice or offer distinctive services, how can it get 
back to basics?

ORGANIZE
Start with the things you thought you didn’t have 
time to do; we all have that to-do list of projects 
we weren’t quite ready to handle. This might be the 
best time to dive into succession or financial plan-
ning or verify that all insurance and certificates are 
up to date or cull through old furnishings that no 
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By David NixonChatham, Illinois – At this point, amid all the 

confusion and days that are out of kilter, most of us 

probably feel like a meme from Facebook stating, “I 

am tired of being part of history.” And yet, we must 

move forward.
Supposedly, one of mankind’s greatest abilities is 

to be able to learn from history. Some might argue 

that man seldom learns and keeps making the same 

mistakes. Nonetheless, history provides clues for us 

to analyze events. Economic data, mingled with our 

client statistics from 2007 through 2014, offers us a 

glimpse at possible outcomes for funeral service in 

this post-coronavirus world. 

C
learly, 2020 is not 2007 or 2008 or 2009. The Great 

Recession and today’s virus-laden economies are dif-

ferent. The suddenness of the Covid-19 regulations 

hit funeral service almost as quickly as it did the gen-

eral population. Heavy impacted virus areas, mostly 

highly populated cities, dealt funeral homes a mon-

umental toll. The stories from the frontline seem im-

possible to hear and bear. Neither every community, nor every funeral home 

will experience the same level of involvement. We 

owe kudos and recognition to the staff and owners 

in the thick of things. Impacted revenue streams, 

expenses and profitability add to a business owner’s 

concerns, beyond the added workload. Those added 

concerns also surfaced during the Great Recession, 

which we want to highlight for you. 
Just as a point of information, our findings represent 

statistics we gather from a small but select group of 

funeral home owners. We cannot say that your num-

bers in any way match our client base. Statistically, 

we feel our findings fairly represent the profession 

but make no assurances on accuracy or similarities 

to your business. Since funeral home statistics are 
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Funeral Service 
2020: Valuable 
Lessons from the 
Great Recession

Members consistently rate this online weekly as one of NFDA’s most valuable benefits. 
Your subscription is FREE as part of your membership (nonmembers: $199 for 52 issues).

Every Thursday, a new issue is packed with relevant news, analysis and business guidance. 
Written and produced by the most experienced team in funeral service, the articles are always 
thought-provoking and topical. 

Are you getting the MBJ delivered to your inbox? Don’t let this valuable NFDA resource go 
unutilized for your business!

Memorial Business Journal
Your Weekly Source for Funeral Service News

Dr. Alan Wolfelt is recognized as one of North America’s leading death educators and grief counselors. His books on grief  
for both caregivers and grieving people have sold more than a million copies worldwide and are translated into many 
languages. He is founder and director of the Center for Loss and Life Transition and a longtime consultant to funeral  
service. 970-217-7069; drwolfelt@centerforloss.com; centerforloss.com


