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Dealing with Death and Dying 
 
Whether or not you rent to older adults, chances are very good 
that at some time, a tenant will die in your building. Most will 
be natural deaths, but accidental deaths, suicides, and homicides 
can also happen. 
 
Most building managers know that they 
or their bosses will have to talk with 
family about removing the tenant’s 
property and the date that the 
apartment will be vacated.  
 
You probably also know you have 
responsibilities to protect the person’s 
property after their death, and to make sure that the people 
who come to the place to take away furniture etc. have the 
proper legal authority to act. 
 
Most managers consider that the easy part. They find that the 
hard part can be dealing with the “people things“ associated 
with a tenant dying, like how to react to the  family or other 
tenants.  
 

Recognize How the Tenants Can Feel 
 
How you react when someone in the apartment building dies 
can be very important to the living spouse or other tenants. A 
couple may have been married for 20, 30, 40 or more years. In 
other instances the person who died has been a neighbour and 
friend to others in the building for a long time.  Older people 
are often an important support to others. A person’s death can 
shake a tenant’s world and it brings home the reality of their 
own death in the future.  
 
When people act as if the tenant was never there, it can easily 
seem callous to other tenants. They may be thinking “If I died 
tomorrow, would I be forgotten that easily too?” 
 

After all, how would you feel if the world just seemed to keep 
on going as if you never existed when someone you cared about 
died? A simple statement like “I think people are going to miss 
Mr. Smith” or “It feels strange not seeing John come down for 
the mail anymore” can go a long way to make others feel 
better. 
 

If you miss the person, it’s okay to say so. 
If a tenant says they miss the person, 
acknowledge that feeling. 
 

Some Practical Tips for 
Dealing with Deaths in the 
Building 
 

Talk to Family: Family members may not be aware of the close 
connections among some of the tenants in your building. You 
may want to mention it to them if there are certain close 
friends or neighbours.  
 
Remember the Family: As a manager you may want to send a 
condolence letter or card to the family from yourself or on 
behalf of the tenants. 
 
Give the Other Tenants a Chance to Remember and Say 
Goodbye: You may also want to consider giving the other 
tenants an opportunity to accept the loss, say good bye and 
recognize the death of someone in the building. You could do 
that  

- through a memorial service in the building, 
- by arranging a tea or other type of get-together in 

the building.  
One or more of your tenants may like to arrange that. 
 
In Memory: Staff in some apartment buildings develop special 
ways of remembering tenants who have died, by doing 
something special, such as planting a rose in a Rose Garden in 
the tenant’s memory. 



 

Information Sheet #10 
© BCCEAS, 2002 

 

Know the Signs of Grief: If you find a tenant (or several 
tenants) feeling lonely or whose behaviour changes after the 
death of a tenant, you may want to consider contacting a 
community counsellor. 
 

What is Bereavement? 
 
Bereavement is how people feel and how they act when 
someone they know dies.  People can “grieve” even if the 
person who died was not particularly close to them. Think about 
the way many people act when a popular public figure dies.  
 
“Bereavement” is an absolutely normal reaction to a death. It is 
also affects each person differently. Their relationship was unique 
with the person who died, so the way that they grieve will be 
different. Different cultures also have different ways of showing 
respect and showing grief when someone dies. 
 

People who have lost a close friend or spouse sometimes joke 
about experiencing “grief brain”, when their memory feels like a 
sieve.  You can help your tenants simply by giving a few extra 
gentle reminders if the person seems to have trouble 
remembering. 
 

Some Common Signs of Grief 
Does the tenant … 

• Seem physically exhausted, (has he or she maybe 
mentioned having difficulty sleeping, not wanting to go 
to sleep or get up). 

• Act anxious. 
• Wander aimlessly, forgetting a thought in the middle 

of a sentence, neglecting to finish tasks. 
• Look restless, can’t do anything or on the other hand, 

seem to be searching for something to do, but can't 
seem to concentrate. 

• Seem depressed. 
• Always wants to remember, tell and retell you about 

the person who died. 
• Seem able to cope okay on some days and then 

falling apart again (a see-saw type of reaction.) 

These are all quite common with grief. Most times the signs pass 
with time (the first year and a half can be very difficult when a 
spouse dies, but the feelings can last much longer).  These signs 
do not mean that the tenant is “going senile”.  Grieving is a 
personal reaction.  Different people respond very differently. 
 

Your Own Feelings  
 
Don’t forget to acknowledge your own feelings. It can be tough 
on you as a building manager when a tenant dies, especially if 
you’ve had a close relationship with the person. It can also be 
difficult on you when several tenants die in a relatively short 
period of time. The situation can sometimes be difficult and 
emotional for everyone.  
 
Be honest with yourself, and ask “Is this leaving me stressed 
out? Is it the reason I’m feeling angry, blue or low energy?” 
 
If it is, do something about it. Talk with a friend, your spouse, 
your boss, or a bereavement group. These feelings are perfectly 
natural. 
 

Resources 
 
Facing Widowhood: A Practical Guide. (1999). Published by 
Gerontology Research Centre, Simon Fraser University, Vancouver, 
B.C. Give tips for widows, widowers and family. Includes safety tips. 
Booklet is available on the internet at 
http://www.harbour.sfu.ca/gero/ or phone (604)291-5062. 
 
Resident Relations Guide,  A Guide for Housing Societies, Published 
by B.C. Housing. Explains the legal responsibilities of building 
managers after the death of a tenant. 
 
B.C. Bereavement Foundation’s helpline provides information and 
emotional support. The volunteers assist callers with finding 
bereavement support services and programs in their community. 
They also mail out info packages. This is a free service. Hours are 
9 am to 3 p.m., Monday to Thursday. 
B.C. Bereavement Foundation, Room 306 
-1212 W. Broadway, Vancouver, BC, V5Z 1K7 
Phone (604) 738-9950 or 1-877-779-2223 
Fax: (604) 730-1015. E-mail: bcbf@intergate.bc.ca  
Web: www.intergate.bc.ca/bcbereavement  


