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What to Say
What Not to Say
to Someone Who is Grieving
OVERVIEW
Someone you care about is grieving because someone they love has died. What do you say or not say to this
person? Does it make a difference if what you are saying is found to be caring and comforting or, conversely, hurtful
and upsetting? Think of it this way: When you say something to someone who is grieving, your comment is
supposed to be for them—something comforting to them—not something you would find comforting or that you
believe to be true.
So what do you say; what don’t you say? Here we have made it easy for you.
This guide comprises actual comments made to people who were grieving. If you follow our guidelines, you
will know what a person who is grieving can handle hearing, wants to hear, or finds comforting to hear. Of course, as
with grief itself, everyone is different, so don’t ever hesitate to simply ask the person to let you know if you ever say
anything they don’t find comforting or if you are not saying something they would like to hear.

WHAT TO SAY
(Comforted if these are said)

1. Say the person’s name—forever and ever—and keep saying it for the rest of the griever’s life.
This is one of the most important recommendations of all. We cannot stress this enough. Because a person
died does not mean that the relationship with that person died, too. After all, you wouldn’t stop talking about
someone alive who was unreachable in a far country. Similarly, there is no need to stop talking about a loved one
who died. What changes is the nature of the relationship with the person who died, but never the love and the
memories and the deep need to keep them a part of their lives.
Saying the name of the loved one means so much to those who are grieving. It’s like music to their hearts.
This remains true for their entire lifetime. If the name comes up, you can just listen, add something about the person
as part of the conversation, or share another memory. Just let it happen naturally. In other words, you don’t have to
force it. If the person brings up their loved one, be sure not to squirm, go quiet, or act as if something was said that
shouldn’t have been said. Rather, just know that bringing up the loved one is a natural part of keeping their memory
alive, and that it is a positive and good thing.
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2.

“I am so sorry.”

This is one you hear all the time, and it actually means a lot, especially if said with sincerity and not just
because it’s supposed to be said.
3.

“I can’t imagine what you are going through” or “I can’t imagine…”

This is a truthful and heartfelt thing to say to someone who has experienced a loss that you have never
experienced. People who lose their children especially appreciate hearing this, but it is also comforting to others. Of
course, if you have had the same loss, you would change this accordingly.
4.

“I want you to know how much I care” or “I wish I could do something to help.”

Again, this is where speaking truthfully and from your heart comes in. If you stay away from platitudes you
usually can’t go wrong. You can create your own similar kind words.
5.

“I miss him/her, too.”

6.

“I have been thinking about you and want you to know I care.”
This can be sent in an email or text or left as a message on the phone with no expectation of a reply.

7.

“I was remembering that time…”

Share a special positive or personal memory. Grievers often learn a lot of wonderful things about their loved
ones listening to other people’s stories. So sharing is great.
8.

“I wish I had known him/her” or “I’m glad I’ve gotten to know him/her through you.”
If you never met the loved one but are a friend of the griever, these are lovely things you can say.

9.

“It’s good to see you” or “What did you do today?” or “What have you found that seems to help?”

These are replacements for asking, “How are you?” That question can upset people who are grieving
because, in all honesty, you do know how they are doing. Losing someone you love is painful, and just getting
through each day is a challenge. Also, when you ask, “How are you?” you put the person in a difficult position of
either having to politely pretend (“Fine”) or delve into painful details they may not wish to recount at that time. A
question that is more concrete and specific is better. The person can more easily answer the specific question and
then elaborate further if they choose.
FINAL THOUGHTS ON WHAT TO SAY:
A person grieving is in a place that is usually foreign to him or her. And even if they had other losses, each
loss is new and unique. Just a text or phone call (without ever expecting a response) saying that you care is
thoughtful and comforting.
As time goes by, life returns to normal for everyone else, yet that is the time life often becomes more difficult
for the griever. The griever needs people to understand that they are continuing to grieve, even when it seems like it
has been a long time. No one “gets over” losing someone they love, and, as time goes by, they want their loved one
to be remembered. You can be a supportive part of the griever’s journey so they don’t feel abandoned or
misunderstood, sending the message “You are not alone.” So, over time, keep in touch and remember that
birthdays, anniversaries of the loss, and holidays can be especially challenging. If you simply acknowledge on those
days that you know it’s a rough day, or that you are thinking of the person, it can be very helpful. Of course, if you
are so inclined, by inviting the person to lunch or to go for a walk can be an additional source of comfort, even if they
should decline.
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Finally, research shows that the type of love and support you give someone who is grieving makes a
difference in their ability to pick up the pieces and rebuild their lives. A person who is grieving needs to create a “new
normal,” which includes figuring out how to live life without their loved one here. At the same time, they are creating a
new relationship with the person that is no longer about their loved one’s physical presence. This is one of the most
challenging things a person has to do, and it takes time, hard work, and lots of love and support. You can make a
huge difference.

WHAT NOT TO SAY
(Sad if these are said)

OVERVIEW:
Platitudes about grief have made their way through all our lives, and generation after generation continues to
use them. Grief platitudes are those comments have heard over eons of time, such as “Time heals all wounds,”
“Everything happens for a reason,” “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” and “It must have been part of God’s
plan.” However, those who are grieving will tell you they don’t find those comments comforting or helpful, and
sometimes they find them downright infuriating. Some of them are not true at all, some might be true for you but not
the griever, and some are actually hurtful.
Let’s see if together we can break the pattern of using these platitudes and make the grief journey a little
softer for those on it.
Below we have chosen several of the most often heard statements by grievers. Again, these are all actual
comments made by people who thought they were helping, but in the real course of the griever’s life, the comments
were found not to be comforting at all.
1.

“I know how you feel.”

In reality, no one can know how anyone else truly feels. Only the griever had that relationship with the person
who died. This comment also sends a message that you are comparing your loss to theirs. If you have actually had
the same loss, try saying something like, “I also lost my daughter. Losing a child is so terrible.” Sometimes we say, “I
also lost a brother, so as much as anyone can, I understand your pain.” Otherwise, best to avoid this comment.
2.

“Time heals all wounds.”

Over time, the initial grief does get better, even if a person does nothing, yet doing nothing about the grief
that follows certain losses can lead to future problems if not dealt with properly. So it’s really what a person does with
the time that makes the difference. The “time heals all wounds” statement says that there isn’t anything you need to
do with your grief except wait it out. It also implies that grief is like a “wound” that will heal in a linear fashion. Grief
doesn’t work that way. Grief needs to be given a voice, which means that it needs an outlet. There are thousands of
options on how to do just that.
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3.

“At least she’s no longer in pain.”

That is definitely true, and no one would ever wish their loved one was still here who was suffering, yet the
problem with this comment is that you are trying to say something to be reasonable and help the person stop wishing
their loved was here. This denies their true feelings (I would do anything to have him/her back) and is almost a little
preachy.
4.

“It must have been her time.” “God only takes the best ones.” “She’s in a better place.”

All of the spiritual comments you might believe or find comforting should someone you love die are not necessarily
comforting or even true for the person to whom you are talking. Even if the person does believe anything said about
the spiritual essence of a person’s death, they still might not find these comforting at the time.
We suggest you are careful with saying anything spiritual unless you know for sure the griever will be
comforted by what you say.
5.

“Call me if there is anything I can do.”

This puts the responsibility on them to (1) know what they might need from you (which they usually don’t);
and, (2) actually reach out and ask you for something. Better if you just call them and just “do” what it is you think
they might need. For instance, “I am happy to bring dinner by tonight. Would that be okay?” or “I would love to come
by, pick up your laundry, and bring it back to you the next day. Would that be okay?”
6.

“How are you?”

You know how they are, so avoid this one. If you want to know how they are doing, try saying something
specific they can address, such as “What did you do this morning?” or “Did you go to book club last night?”
7.

“Did you try this…?” “You should do this…”

Comments like these send the message that the person should change. It’s best to avoid anything where you
are trying to change the way they feel. These comments are annoying to those who are grieving because they just
want people to “be” there with them, not give advice. For instance, people say, “Are you exercising? You should
exercise. Those endorphins will really help.” Or, “You should get out more. It will really help you.” Avoid giving advice
or using “the shoulds.” Just listen without interjecting your remedies. The one exception to this would be if you have
also had a loss and found something that really helped you, such as a grief group you attended and found very
helpful, but only as a suggestion.
8.

“Be thankful because it could have been worse.”

A logical or reasonable comment like this is not comforting at all. A person who might compare something
that happened to someone else as being so much worse is implying that the griever shouldn’t feel as bad as they do
because, after all, much more awful things “could” have happened. But a person only knows their own experience—
their own pain.
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10.

“Be strong.” Or to a child whose parent has died, “You need to be strong now for your family.”

This is one of the most important things never to say. First, what does “be strong” mean? Don’t cry? Keep
busy? Don’t show your emotions in the “inappropriate” places? Pull yourself up and get on with life? Everyone who is
grieving IS strong in their own way. Sometimes just to get out of bed and get dressed is the best they can do.
Further, it takes great strength to face and deal with losing someone you love, so they are already doing the best
they can.
With regard to the second comment, never, ever tell a child or teen that they need to be strong or that they
are now the head of the family or that they need to take care of their mother or anything like that. Children need to
grieve and be children. Letting out their grief and getting back to their normal routines as quickly as possible is what
is most healthy for them.
11.

“Don’t cry.”

This is another one never to say to anyone who is grieving. I know it’s tempting to say with love, “Oh, don’t
cry. It will be okay.” Don’t say anything when they are crying; hand them a tissue. OR, better yet, you just cry right
along with them. In fact, always remember that your tears show how much you care. Just make sure it doesn’t turn
into the griever having to take care of you.
“What ‘stage’ are you in?” Or “Sounds like you are in the such and such stage.”
Stages of grief is a huge grief myth. There are no stages of grief. There are not five stages of grief. There are
not any stages of grief. If you haven’t watched the Now You Know™ grief myths on the website, this is covered
there.
12.

13.

“How are you and your husband doing?”

One of the biggest grief myths is that most marriages end when a child dies. This is absolutely untrue. In fact,
most marriages go on to be deeper and richer than ever before. If you haven’t watched the Now You Know™ grief
myths on the website, this is covered there.
14.

“You need to put this behind you so you can go on.”

A person never puts the death of someone they love behind them because it’s always with them. In fact, what
they do is bring their loved one with them into the new life they are rebuilding. Remember that they are having to
completely rebuild their lives without that person in this world. With that process, they are also creating that new
relationship with their loved one, which means the person who died will come with them into that new life that is
created and will always be a part of their lives. This is healthy and good.
15.

“Don’t think about that.” or “Think of the good times.”

Again, this shows that you are trying to change the way they are grieving. Some people can think of the good
times right away and find peace in those memories, and other people find that thinking of the good times only
reminds them of what they’ve lost, so for a while they need to avoid doing that. Again, steer away from giving advice
where you are trying to change what the person is doing or feeling.
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16.

“Are you dating yet?” or “You will fall in love again one day.”

A person whose spouse has died may never want to fall in love or date again. That is up to them. They will
get on with life at the pace that works for them. With that, it’s best to never suggest someone start dating whose
spouse or significant other has died or even to suggest that one day they will find love again. Maybe they will, but
they need to come to that realization on their own.
17.

“What happened?”

Oftentimes when people first find out a person has died, they will want to know how the person died and what
happened to end the person’s life. Curiosity is normal, but in this case, it’s a very inappropriate question. If the
person wants you to know, they will tell you.
18.

“When my mother died…when my father died…when my pet died…”

If someone has just shared with you about their loss, it’s a normal response to want to share with them your
losses as a way of bonding so that the griever will see that you also understand grief; however, try to listen to what
they are saying and share some of the “what to say” comments above, rather than your stories. At least let the
person finish sharing whatever it is that they want to say about their loss and then see if they can handle hearing
about your losses. What happens when you share your stories of loss too quickly is that the griever feels you weren’t
really listening and/or that they have to now comfort you over your loss.
19.

“He wouldn’t want you to be unhappy.” Or “She would want you to be happy.”

Even if you know the person who died and you know for sure he or she would want their loved one to be
happy, this is not a comforting thing for you to tell someone who is grieving, in pain, and struggling. In essence, you
are adding a burden to their grief and saying, “He/she would not like it that you are not happy.” It’s also sending the
message that they “should not” be sad. How can they be happy right now? They are grieving. One day they will be
happy again for sure.
20.

“You were lucky to have had her at all.”

What year would you be willing to give up your loved one to death? No need to remind them how lucky they
were to have had their amazing loved one. They already know that. Yet, they miss and long for that person, and
that’s normal.
21.

“Thank God you have other children.” Or, “Have you thought about having other children or adopting?”

This implies that the child they lost is replaceable or that somehow having another child will fill the hole in
their hearts. Some parents have said they feel like the person who says things like this is saying, “Just get another
puppy and you will feel better.”
22.

“Something good always comes out of every tragedy.” Or, “There’s a silver lining in everything.”

That may be true about many things in life, yet these statements are sending a message to the person that,
even though it is sad that their loved one died, regardless of how horrific the circumstances of their death might have
been, you know that something good and amazing will come from it, and you know that this silver lining or good thing
that will eventually happen would not have happened had their loved not died. Yikes! Something wonderful does not
actually come out of every tragedy. What does come out of every tragedy is a new person who slowly rebuilds his or
her life. With your love and support, they will find that new way of living without their loved one there.
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FINAL THOUGHTS ON WHAT TO SAY:
Did you notice the pattern in almost all the comments?
We suggested you avoid three major categories:
(1)
Don’t try to change what the person feels, thinks or believes or how the person is grieving. This includes
any comments that are judgmental or giving advice about what they should be doing differently;
(2)
Stay away from sharing what you would find comforting or what you believe to be true, including spiritual
comments, and instead share what the griever will find comforting or believes; and,
(3)
Avoid sharing your stories of loss too soon when someone is first sharing theirs, especially if theirs if new
and you had had time to deal with yours. Instead, as much as you can, just listen.
Everyone is different, so if you stick to the basic loving, nonjudgmental, thoughtful comments, you will be a part of
those who help the griever as they find their own way of picking up the pieces and rebuilding their lives. We promise that
they will do exactly that.
With your help and love, those who are grieving will find comfort in your presence and be able to hold onto that as
the days, weeks, months and years move onward. You will be a positive part of their grief journey, and they will be
eternally grateful.
From our hearts to yours,
thank you for caring enough to learn about
what to say and what not to say.
Watch our Now You Know™ videos and blogs right on our website.
There’s lots there for you!
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