
FACT SHEET

Supporting someone  
who is grieving 

People who have experienced a 
sudden loss often need time and 
space to deal with it, and also may 
not have the energy to worry about 
necessary chores such as cooking. 

  What helps
•  Express condolences and show that you care (e.g. 

“I’m sorry for your loss”). Take your cue from the 
person, if they don’t want to talk about their loss, 
don’t push. Most people will appreciate a simple 
acknowledgement of their loss.

•  People who have experienced a sudden loss often 
need time and space to deal with it, and also may 
not have the energy to worry about necessary 
chores such as cooking. You can help by providing 
practical assistance such as preparing meals, 
taking children to school, babysitting, shopping 

etc. Recognise that it can be very hard for people 
to ask for help or even respond to the suggestion; 
“Let me know if I can do anything to help.” Instead 
try to offer clear options, for example, “Can I pick 
up the kids from school for you today?”. If you 
are close to the bereaved person, you may want 
to volunteer to help with tasks such as notifying 
others, handling enquiries, organising the funeral.

•  Expect the person who has experienced a sudden 
loss to express a range of emotions, possibly “see-
sawing” between those feelings within a relatively 
short timeframe. Some of these emotions may 
seem intense and scary, but are usually completely 

It can be hard to know what to say or do to help someone you care about cope with a 
sudden loss from road trauma. You may feel helpless in the face of their grief and worried 
about their wellbeing. It can be difficult to understand the different emotional, mental, 
social and physical reactions they experience. Your support, however, is very important 
to the grieving person. This fact sheet offers some ideas about what we have found to be 
helpful and not so helpful to people who are grieving and traumatised. 
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normal grief reactions. If you can be there to 
just listen and allow the person to express 
their feelings without feeling judged, you will be 
providing very valuable support.

•  Talk about the person who has died, use their 
name and acknowledge their relationship (e.g. 
“your son”). Share memories of the person who 
died. This shows you recognise them as a person 
and their very important relationship with the 
people who are still alive.

•  Take time to listen to the grieving person’s story, 
perhaps many times, as they process what has 
happened. Allow periods of silence and reflection 
– don’t feel that you have to jump in and fill the 
quiet with conversation. Often there is no right 
thing to say. 

•  Understand that you cannot take away someone’s 
pain. You can only be there for them and allow 
them to express their pain. Some people become 
frustrated that they cannot reduce or remove the 
person’s pain and consequently withdraw from 
them, or express their frustration – this can be 
very hurtful to the grieving person.

•  Encourage family and friends to access support, 
even if they don’t seem to be affected. If you are a 
health professional, provide referrals and contacts 
as appropriate – ensuring you advise them and/or 
obtain permission first.

•  Recognise that grief doesn’t have a convenient end 
point. For many it continues to be experienced 
over weeks, months, years, a lifetime. Don’t be 
afraid to acknowledge and allow space for the grief 
long after others may have stopped talking about 
it. One of the most difficult things for bereaved 
people to deal with is the fear that people will get 
“sick of hearing about” their loss and grief. Often, 
this is reflected by their social circle who simply 
stop talking about the loss after a few weeks. 

•  Encourage the grieving person to look after 
themselves by getting rest, eating well, exercising, 
doing relaxation and limiting alcohol or other 
drugs to cope. Losing a loved one is an extremely 
stressful event. It is important to try to do things 
that reduce stress and support well-being.

•  Help the grieving person to slowly return to some 
normal activities including socialising, hobbies, 
travel, work etc. Many bereaved people feel guilty 
about getting back to normal activities and/or feel 
they will be judged if they are enjoying themselves. 
It is important to reassure the person that as well 
as grieving, they need to engage in “restorative” 
activities so that the grief doesn’t become their 
whole experience and stop them from living a 
fulfilling life.
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Understand that you cannot 
take away someone’s pain. You 
can only be there for them and 
allow them to express their pain. 

• information
• support
• counselling
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Avoid saying “I know how you feel”.  
You can encourage the person 
to express their feelings, but 
don’t assume that you know 
how they feel.

•  Read websites and blogs about grief so that 
you can better understand what the bereaved 
person is experiencing. Unless you have direct 
experience of losing someone suddenly and in 
traumatic circumstances, it can be very difficult to 
understand what they are dealing with. There are 
also a lot misconceptions and clichés about grief 
that are simply untrue and can be unhelpful. It 
helps to be armed with useful information. 

•  Look after yourself. Supporting someone who has 
experienced a traumatic loss can take a toll on 
you. Make sure that you take time out and reach 
out to other supportive people in your life. You 
might also find it useful to talk to a mental health 
professional or relevant organisation such as Road 
Trauma Support WA, if you’re concerned about 
yourself or the person you are helping.

   What to avoid
•  Avoid using clichés, which can upset the bereaved 

person (eg: “she’s in a better place”, “it was meant 
to be,” “they are at peace now,” “you need to stop 
dwelling on the past and move on”).

•  Avoid saying “I know how you feel”. You can 
encourage the person to express their feelings, 
but don’t assume that you know how they feel.

•  Avoid referring to the person who has died, 
impersonally as “the deceased” – use their name 
or relationship (e.g. “your son” etc).

•  Avoid expressing your own judgements or 
criticisms, or offering unwanted advice about how 
they should be grieving (e.g. you should go out 
more, “you should be over it by now”, “your crying 
is going to upset the kids”).

•  Avoid interrupting, offering examples from your 
own life or making comparisons (e.g. at least he 
didn’t suffer very long”, “it’s worse when you lose a 
child…”, “when my cat died…”)

•  Avoid trying to find something positive in the 
death. If the bereaved person identifies this 
themselves, validate their feelings but don’t try to 
make them feel better by offering up suggestions 
(e.g. “she’s so much better off”).

•  Don’t take over. If you are offering support, make 
suggestions but allow the bereaved person 
to make their own decisions. Remember that 
sometimes you have to ask a number of times and 
be patient as people can shut down, be in shock, 
or even push people away in the early stages of 
grief. 

•  Don’t avoid grieving people because you don’t 
know what to say or do. Try to put yourself in their 
shoes, and remember that grief can be long-term.
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Support services/websites/blogs
Australian Centre for Grief and Bereavement
www.grief.org.au

Journey Beyond Road Trauma
www.journeybeyondroadtrauma.org

My Grief Assist
www.mygriefassist.com.au

What’s Your Grief?
www.whatsyourgrief.com

Further support services
Lifeline 13 11 14
Kids Helpline 1800 55 1800 (ages 5-25)
Crisis Care 9223 1111 or 1800 199 008 (free call)
GriefLine 1300 845 745
Rural Link 1800 552 002

About us
Road Trauma Support WA is a state-wide service 
assisting anyone affected by road trauma, regardless 
of when the incident occurred or what level of 
involvement (direct or indirect) the person had. 
FREE counselling sessions are available.
No referral required.
We provide:
• Information and support;
• Education and training (costs may apply); and
• Counselling.
We are committed to being respectful of cultural 
and family values and provide our service in a safe, 
non-judgemental environment.

• information
• support
• counselling

Road Trauma Support WA is delivered by Injury Matters with 
funding from the Road Trauma Trust Account and contract 
management through the Road Safety Commission.

Every year in WA, thousands of 
people are impacted by road 
trauma. Losing family and friends, 
dealing with injuries, caring for 
those injured, causing a crash or 
witnessing a serious crash can have 
a devastating and enduring impact.
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