Uf UNIVERSITY OF ARKANSAS
DIVISION OF AGRICULTURE Cooperative Extension Service

United States Department of Agriculture, University of Arkansas, and County Governments Cooperating

Strategies for Helping Individuals Grieve
Handout 1

Become aware of your own personal issues around grief. This means becoming aware of
your own fears, attitudes and beliefs about grief. For example, if an individual were raised to
believe that “We don’t air our dirty laundry in public,” then that individual may have difficulty help-
ing a family who needs to vent and share their pain openly and/or with great emotion.

Acknowledge the family’s grief. Label their experience as one of grief. Let them know they
have a right to have their feelings.

Be there. One’s presence can be the greatest gift given to a grieving individual. Sometimes
holding someone’s hand, offering a hug, or just acknowledging, “This must be so hard for you,”
can be enough to support someone in their grief process.

Listen. Grieving people need to share their pain with another person who will not judge them or
give them advice and suggestions. Listening to someone tell their story over and over can often
be an invaluable gift in helping them sort through their feelings and release their pain.

Offer “permission to grieve.” Teach grieving families that it is important to express the
emotions of grief, but that there are ways to express pain that are more healing than others. For
example, angry parents can learn to express their anger through physical activity such as yard
work, tearing up old phone books, writing letters or screaming into a pillow. The key is to help
grieving people find constructive ways to release their feelings of grief rather than to take it out
on others or themselves.

Help families create a memory book. This might include photos, drawings, funny things
someone said or did, etc. This is especially helpful to families who have experienced a death.

Develop and encourage support groups. Support groups give families a chance to share their
pain with others experiencing loss.

Children love, therefore, they grieve. Encourage children to participate in all of the above
suggestions. By teaching children how to deal with the pain of loss early in life, we can teach
them how to grieve the losses that are an inevitable part of their future lives, losses such as
moving, divorce, the breakup of a relationship or the death of a friend, loved one or pet. Children
can draw pictures or write letters to an ill sibling or grandparent as a way to express their love
and concern.

Encourage families to write letters to someone who has died or is ill. Frequently they can
express many unresolved emotions in letters that need never be sent. Writing a letter or note to
a family member who is in crisis respite may offer a caregiver a healing release of feelings of
frustration and despair.
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