
Guidance on offering comfort and Support after a Death

Many of us struggle with not knowing what to 
say or how to support a family member, friend, 
colleague, or community member who is grieving 
a loss. 

In this session, we will explore grief and offer 
practical ways to provide meaningful support. 
We will also share helpful resources to assist 
during this difficult time. This session aims to 
foster meaningful connections, helping both 
grievers and their support networks feel included 
and supported.

When Someone Dies:
What You Need to Know and Can Do To Provide Support



Michelle Halm, MA, M.Ed., FT, PEL

With over ten years of experience in bereavement support, 
Michelle Halm is the Founder and Principal Facilitator at Grief 
Connection Space and serves on the board of the Grief Care 
Network. Additionally, she works as a staff therapist at 
Bridgepoint Psychology Center in Chicago, Illinois. Prior to her 
current positions, she was the Director of Buddy’s Place and 
School-Based Partnerships at Pillars Community Health. 
Michelle has authored various publications, including toolkits 
for the National Alliance for Children’s Grief (NACG).

Michelle holds the designation of Fellow in Thanatology (FT) 
and is a certified grief support specialist. She is also a certified 
trainer for the National Council for Mental Wellness in Youth 
Mental Health First Aid and Teen Mental Health First Aid. 
Furthermore, she has received specialized training in Suicide 
Bereavement, culturally sensitive approaches to grief and loss, 
school crisis management, among other areas. Michelle 
earned her Master of Education in Community Counseling 
from Loyola University Chicago and her Master of Arts in 
Education from Truman State University. In addition, she 
possesses her PEL (professional educators license) in 
secondary education and school counseling.

Elizabeth Otto Haskins

Elizabeth Otto Haskins is a seasoned professional 
with a strong background in community service, 
philanthropy, and bereavement support. With 
extensive experience in volunteer leadership and 
marketing, she has effectively managed community 
events and sponsorships, particularly in support of 
children and families. 

Her recent roles have included supporting 
philanthropic initiatives and managing sensitive 
communications, reflecting her dedication to 
making a meaningful impact in the Chicago region. 
Elizabeth aims to leverage her skills and passion in a 
role focused on benefiting the community and 
supporting people's bereavement needs. 

Sara Buttita, LSW

Sara earned her MSW from Dominican University and is a Licensed 
Social Worker. She believes that community education is essential 
for improving awareness and support for those facing loss. She aims 
to provide compassionate care to help individuals heal and navigate 
one of life’s most challenging experiences.

Sara completed her clinical internship as a Bereavement Counselor 
at Lightways Hospice and Serious Illness Care. Prior to that, she 
interned with Pillars Community Health’s Buddy’s Place Program, 
where she helped develop and deliver grief education to local 
schools and families, facilitated grief support programs, and 
participated in outreach initiatives.

Sara recognizes that grief can arise from various life events, 
including divorce, illness, military service, immigration, and 
disability. Her community-focused work has given her a deep 
understanding of grief and bereavement support from both clinical 
and outreach perspectives.



Welcome

G R O U N D I N G  

E X E R C I S E



•A Pyramid Model Of Grief And 
Bereavement Support
•We adopt a public health model for 
bereavement which is illustrated as a pyramid. 
It views bereavement as a natural life event, 
however one which we have increasingly 
become removed from, as societies and 
individuals.

•Hence public education about grief 
empowers individuals, communities and 
formal social structures to better understand 
bereavement and to better support each 
other (Level 0). This is the basis of the public 
health model.  (100%)

•The public health model next considers 
accurate information, support from family, 
social and care networks as the first level of 
bereavement support (Level 1).  (60-100%)

•A range of identifiable risk factors mean 
some bereaved people will benefit from more 
organized support, for example, peer-led 
groups, pscyho-education in community 
settings (Level 2). (approx. 30%)

•Smaller proportions of bereaved people with 
additional stressors and disruptions to their 
grief will require specialist therapeutic 
responses (Level 3). (approx. 10%.)

Grief is a public health issue and a social determinant of 
health





Grief is not a problem to be solved



Myths About Grief

• Grief is linear (5+ stages are a 
fallacy)

• Grief is time limited

• Time heals all wounds

• Grief is mostly sadness

• I just need to push past my grief

• Talking about the person who 
died will make things worse



The Grief Experience Includes, but 
are Not Limited to: 

• Emotions: sadness, confusion, anger, and guilt

• Mental Reactions: forgetfulness, difficulty 
concentrating, preoccupation with the loss

• Physical Reactions: Fatigue, difficulty 
sleeping, aches and pains, change in appetite

• Spiritual Reactions: May change worldview, 
challenge or strengthen beliefs, question 
purpose in life

• Social Reactions:  Relationships may change, 
you may loss some connections and gain 
others

Supporting a friend through grief involves 
recognizing these struggles and being present 
for them during challenging times.



Different Reactions and 
Coping Mechanisms
Individual Grieving Styles – Intuitive vs. Instrumental vs. 
Blended

Grief is a personal journey, and individuals may have varying 
styles of coping with their emotions, from open expression to 
silence.

Importance of Understanding

Recognizing that each person's grief is unique is essential for 
offering the right support and empathy during tough times.

Coping Mechanisms

Coping mechanisms vary; some may involve talking with 
friends while others prefer solitude, art, or nature for healing.



Individual Variations in 
Grief Responses





Grief Bursts
• Can be activated by something 

big or small

• Holidays, anniversaries, 
birthdays, places, other people

• Songs, items (car, piece of 
clothing, box of cereal, etc.) 
smells, a picture

• Picking up the phone to call or 
text them and realizing that you 
can't 

• Crying when something 
wonderful happens because you 
can't share it with them



Culture and Tradition
Culture and tradition play an important role in the experience of 

grief. Cultural beliefs, norms, expectations and practices can 

influence the bereaved person’s behavior. 

• Ask what support the family is open to: 

• Can you tell me how your family and your culture recognize and cope 

with the death of a family member? 

• Is this what you would like to see followed at this time? Can you help 

me understand how I can best be of help to you and your family?

• Be conscious of assumptions regarding culture and traditions.

• Approach the family with an open mind and heart.

• It’s important to recognize that traditions, rituals, and cultural 

practices may vary even amongst members of the same 

family/community (i.e. expression of grief, sharing private 

information, speaking the deceased person’s name)



What to Say and What Not to Say



Talking about death

Children

• Create a safe space for children to talk or ask 
questions and be at their level (sit, kneel, etc.)

• Use direct language such as dead, died, death

• Ask clarifying questions to really understand 
what they are asking

• Provide age or developmentally appropriate 

• They can only engage in a conversation for a 
few moments at a time

Adults and Community

• Use direct language such as dead, died, death

• Express empathy  and acknowledge the grief and 
pain of family and friends

• Provide necessary information including 
notification of death and funeral or memorial 
arrangements

• Be respectful of family's preferences and cultural 
traditions

• If applicable provide support resources



How to Be with Someone who is Grieving?

• The Power of Presence 
• Sharing Silence 
• Avoid Judgement 
• Listening 
• Asking about their person
• Encouraging Expression
• Sharing stories and memories
• Be a companion
 



Companioning is about… 

1. Being present to another person’s pain; it is not 
about taking the pain away. 

2. Going to the wilderness of the with another human 
being

3. Honoring the spirit

4. Listening with the heart

5. Bearing witness to the struggles of others

6. Walking alongside

7. Discovering the gifts of sacred silence

8. Being still

9. Respecting disorder and confusion

10.Learning from others

11.Compassionate curiosity

Tenets of Companioning the Bereaved



Rabbit 
Listened



Ring theory
Like a pebble dropped into a pond, 
circles radiate outward from the 
center of the situation. Which circle 
are you in?

Worksheet: 
https://speakinggrief.org/assets/uploads/document
s/speaking-grief-ring-theory-worksheet.pdf



Offering or Receiving 
Support 



Importance of Self-Care

• Practice self-care and prioritize your emotional needs

• Self-care is NOT feeling sorry for yourself 

Connect with supportive friends and family members

Expression:

• Talking about your loss

• Writing, Art-Making, Physical Activity

• Singing, Praying, Rituals

Taking a Break from Grief:

• Hobby (new or old)

• Games, Puzzles, Crafts

• Books, Art, Movies, Music

• Spending Time Outdoors

Self-Soothing: What brings you comfort? What brings you joy?

Plan for challenging situations and events:

• Develop a new ritual/routine

• Allow yourself time and space to take a break

• Bring a supportive person



Importance of Connection 
• Aim for Regular Communication-

no response required

• Impact of Simple Messages

• Remembering Important Dates 
and Anniversaries

• Holding Space versus Filling 
Space



Professional Help

Risk Factors include:

• Prior Trauma or significant 
loss(es)

• Lack of Support System
• Multiple Life stressors
• Nature of Death (unexpected, 

traumatic, etc.)
• Nature of relationship (especially 

close, estranged)
• Past History of Depression, PTSD 

or other mental health diagnosis

Options include:

• Individual Counseling
• Family Counseling
• Support Groups

Source: Dougy Center



Supporting 
Through 
Memorial 
and Funeral 
Planning

Alleviating Stress
Helping with memorial planning can reduce the emotional 
burden on grieving individuals during a difficult time.

Offering Support
Being present and offering logistical assistance can provide 
much-needed comfort and reassurance to those who are 
grieving.

Logistics Assistance
Assisting with the logistical aspects of memorial planning can 
help families focus on their emotional needs during a 
challenging time.

Children -



Resources



A few minutes to think about a loss in your life and how to capture it in a few words

• Now I make my own coffee

• I Miss You I Miss You

• Empty Slippers Waiting Under the Dresser

• Empty chair, no pumpkin pie

• The lamp looks weird without you



Self-reflection

• How is grief present in your life?

• How do you acknowledge your grief?

• What do you need to grieve?

• Are you holding others grief and if so, how are 

you releasing it into the world?

• What type(s) of grief have you/are you 

experiencing?

• Ambiguous

• Grief by proxy

• Disenfranchised

• Cumulative

• Collective

• Secondary Losses



Questions?

Thank you!


