When a Friend or Loved One is Grieving

Be yourself: There are no easy rules to follow; in fact, if you are acting artificially the friend may feel alienated from you.  Be yourself as much as possible while being mindful of their grieving process.  With this in mind, here are some general guidelines to be aware of:
Offer to help with tasks of life: It is a good idea to ask what a grieving person needs.  However, sometimes the person may not be able to articulate, or even know, what he or she needs.  Offering something specific can be very useful.  Volunteer to do the dishes, walk the dog, rake the leaves, or pick up homework assignments if the children are missing some school.  Bringing over food can be extremely useful in the first weeks immediately after the death—make it something that can be frozen and re-heated, like a casserole, and put it in a disposable container so the person doesn’t have to worry about getting a dish back to you.

Talk with the person: Let the person know how much you care about what they are going through or tell about your own grief over the loss of their loved one.  Even if it feels like too much time has gone by, it is never too late to reach out.

When in doubt, say less than more: a hug, pat on the shoulder, and a few words are often all that is needed to communicate that you care. 

Be non-judgmental: the person needs to know that their feelings and reactions are natural and normal.  Don’t have expectations about how the person will behave or how long the grieving process will take.  

Avoid “easy” answers: Suggesting that the person is “better off now” or that the death was ultimately a “good thing” minimizes the pain of the grieving person.  Religious answers should be avoided unless you know for sure that the person shares the belief behind it.  

Stay available: keep the connection alive, whether in person, by phone, notes in the mail, or emails.  Even if the person doesn’t always respond, try not to interpret it as rejection of you and rather that their emotions and thoughts are preoccupied with the grief.  Continue to let them know you are there, so that when they do need to be in touch with you, they will know you are still there for them.

Encourage others to visit or help: There can be a lot of awkwardness around friendships and family relationships as roles shift and as people change while in the midst of grieving.  Help other friends and family members who are having difficulty coping with the changes taking place, and facilitate them staying available for the grieving person.

Accept silence: don’t force conversation or engage in pointless chatter that may drain the grieving person’s energy.  Let the grieving person set the level of talking.

Be a good listener: accept whatever thoughts or feelings are expressed supportively and without judgment.  Be as understanding as you can, and do not reprove them for their emotions or comments.

Practice good self-care: the grieving person may have filled important roles in your life, and for some time (weeks, months, even years) may be too emotionally drained to fill these roles in your life.  Acknowledge that this a loss of your own, and find other persons or places to fill those roles for the time being.  A counselor, clergy member, or other friends and family members may be able to support you while you are supporting the grieving person.  

