
Navigating the Language of Loss: A Guide to Supporting the Grieving 
When a friend or loved one is grieving, it can feel impossible to find the right words. We 
want to help, but we often worry about saying the wrong thing and causing more pain. 
The most important thing to remember is that grief is a normal reaction to an abnormal 
event, and you can't "fix" it. Your role is simply to be present, listen, and offer comfort. 

Here is a guide to help you navigate these difficult conversations, with suggestions on 
what to say and what to avoid. 

What to Say to the Grieving 
The most powerful words are often the simplest. Using the deceased loved one’s name 
can also be incredibly meaningful, as it acknowledges their existence and their 
importance in the griever's life. 

• "I'm so sorry." This simple phrase is often all that is needed. It acknowledges 
their pain without trying to explain or minimize it. 

• "I can't imagine how difficult this is for you." This shows empathy and 
humility. It’s a powerful acknowledgment that their pain is unique and not 
something you can fully comprehend. You can also offer to stay with them or let 
them know you’re available to talk. 

• "How are you feeling today?" This is a more gentle and specific alternative to 
"How are you?". 

• "I was thinking about you and wondering how you are feeling." This lets 
them know you're still thinking of them, even when time has passed. 

• "Do you feel like talking about it?" This gives them control over the 
conversation. They may need to talk about their loved one over and over again, 
and this is a healthy and natural way for them to process their experience. 

• "Please don’t be upset about crying in front of me. It’s normal for you to 
cry." Crying is a natural stress reliever. Emotional tears contain hormones and 
proteins that help remove stress chemicals from the body. Encouraging tears as 
a healthy outlet is an important way to offer support. 

• "Take your time; I see it’s hard for you to talk about it." Grief is a long 
process, especially after a sudden or unexpected death. There is no set timeline 
for healing, and this statement respects their pace. 

 

What Not to Say to the Grieving 
These phrases, though often well-intentioned, can be harmful because they negate 
feelings, offer premature reassurance, or create a feeling of social discomfort. 

• "I know how you feel" or "I understand." You don't. Each person's grief is 
unique, and while you may have experienced loss, you can't truly know the depth 
of their emotional attachment or pain. 

• "Everything happens for a reason" or "It’s God’s will." These statements can 
make the griever feel that the tragedy was part of a plan and can be invalidating. 

• "You'll get over it" or "Time heals all wounds." Grievers don't "get over" it; 
they learn to reshape their lives after a drastic change. A better way to describe 
this is that grief spasms may come with less intensity and frequency over time. 



• "Don’t cry." Crying is a natural and healthy part of the grieving process. Telling 
someone not to cry suppresses this natural stress-releasing mechanism and can 
be a horrid thing to say. 

• "You're so strong." This places an unnecessary burden on the griever, making 
them feel like they need to live up to an expectation of strength when they feel 
anything but. 

• "You’re actually lucky, it could have been worse" or "At least..." This is a 
false and often painful attempt at premature reassurance. 

• "Let's not talk about it." This freezes the mourning process and limits the 
griever's ability to move forward in their life. 

 

Grief is a long, often lonely process. Silence, as Frances Ridley Havergal said, is not 
always a sign of a lack of sorrow; sometimes, "sorrow that is never spoken is the 
heaviest load to bear." By simply being there, listening without judgment, and offering a 
hug, you can provide an essential lifeline for the grieving. 
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