
 

SUPPORTING A GRIEVING PARENT 
The death of a child is unnatural, unfair, and tragic. It's completely natural for friends of the 
grieving parents to want to reach out and help, yet still, struggle to find the right words to say 
because what you say—and what you don't—can deeply affect someone in need.  At times, 
because it is a struggle to find the right words to say, sometimes people decide to say nothing at 
all.  This can leave your friend feeling abandoned. 

What to Say to and do for a Grieving Parent  

Parents who have lost a child want to feel supported in their grief and receive permission to 
grieve in their own way. They need to feel like their child's life was of unique importance and 
meant something to others who knew and loved him or her. You can meet the needs of a grieving 
parent by keeping the following in mind: 

• Offer a sincere condolence. "I am so sorry for your loss" is a good example. 
• Offer open-ended support. "If there is anything I can do, please let me know. I'm 

willing to help in any way."  Sometimes they won’t let you know, but there might be 
some practical help you can give. 

• Offer silence. Don't feel like you need to fill the empty spaces with talking. Get 
comfortable with silence and just be physically present with the grieving parents. 

• When the time is right, express what the deceased child meant to you. This might not 
be appropriate to do immediately following the child's death. When the time is right, it 
can prove very meaningful to the parent to hear others express what the deceased child 
meant. You might also share a favorite memory or two to make it more personal. 

• Just listen. Your friend just wants to feel listened to.  They will feel more comfortable 
opening up to you if they feel like you won’t judge them or offer your own advice.  
Allow them to share their thoughts and feelings with you while you resist the urge to 
offer opinions or advice. 

• What to do if listening to your friend leaves you feeling uncomfortable? Empathizing 
with a friend's grief can be difficult and might bring to surface your own fears of death. If 
you find yourself overwhelmed, it's okay to take a step back. There are other ways you 
can help. 

o Offer a hug/pat on the back 
o Be present, don’t avoid your friend 
o Offer practical help- plan family meals, pick up some duties at work, and bring 

groceries.  By relieving some of the burdens of daily life, you’ll be giving your 
friend the gift of time. 

• Encourage them to be patient with themselves. 

 

RIVER OAKS EMPLOYEE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (EAP) 
 Your local EAP Provider. 

https://www.verywellhealth.com/when-a-friend-is-grieving-1132546
https://www.verywellhealth.com/when-a-friend-is-grieving-1132546


Be yourself.  If your friend has lost a loved one, their whole world has changed. They need to be 
able to count on the few things that haven’t changed, like your friendship. You might be tempted 
to tread carefully around your friend, dampening your humor or avoiding certain topics. Don’t 
change because you think it’s what she needs or wants. Continue to be yourself and, if your 
friend feels up to it, continue doing the things you enjoy doing together. 

Keep in mind that grief lessens over time but never goes away. A piece of your friend is forever 
changed but your friendship can continue to thrive. Offering them your time and energy is a gift 
that they will be forever grateful for. 

The best rule of thumb is to prepare yourself by knowing what to say, but don't go in with a 
game plan or any expectations. Be present, and let that little voice in your head tell you when it's 
time to speak and when it's time not to. 

What Not to Say to and do for a Grieving Parent  

Equally as important as what to say is what not to say, such as: 

• Never say you know how the bereaved parent feels. 
• Never say, "Well, it must have been for the best," or "It was God's will." Trying to make 

sense of loss in these ways can make the grieving parents feel like you're minimizing 
their child's death. 

• Never say, "She's in a better place now." That might bring you comfort if you believe in 
heaven, but it might not provide comfort to a grieving parent, who is in the worst possible 
place on earth. 

• Never trivialize your loved one's story by telling a story of your own. This is their time to 
grieve so keep the focus on them. 

• Never mention a timeline for grief or the stages of grief. Grief doesn't follow a timeline 
or move through predictable stages. 

• Don’t expect the person to “get over it”.  That’s not what happens. At first, the whole 
world is a deep, dark, awful place. Eventually, the world gets bigger, and you can step 
away from that place. But the place is still there, and it’s always as deep and it’s always 
as dark. It’s not that you get over it; it’s that your world grows again so that there are 
more parts to it. 

• Don’t say “I don’t know how you manage keep it together.” What do you expect the 
person to do? It’s not like there’s another option, and poking too hard at this is almost 
like giving a tacit “It’s OK to stop keeping it together.” This is a well-meaning comment, 
but I think it basically never helps and often makes the person angry. 

• Avoid starting sentences with the words “at least”. 
• Don’t try to force everything to be better. Don’t tell the person to stop being sad or to get 

over it. Seriously think about this one. The temptation to do this while pretending you’re 
not doing this is strong, probably because you just don’t want the person to hurt so much, 
but don’t do it. 

• Don’t dig for information.  They will provide information to you when they are ready. 
• Don’t ask them if they are “okay”.  The answer is no. 
• Don’t take things personally. 

https://www.verywellhealth.com/sympathy-gifts-1132599
https://www.verywellhealth.com/dabda-the-five-stages-of-coping-with-death-1132148


As a general rule, avoid philosophizing or trying to make things better. Accept the fact that you 
may feel awkward and helpless. Most mistakes occur when you aren't prepared and say things to 
either hide or overcome these perfectly normal feelings. 

Keep Up the Support  

Keep in mind that someone who loses a child will never get "back to normal" and will never "get 
over it." The loss of a child transforms a person for the rest of his or her life. Because of this, you 
should love and support your bereaved friend or loved one for who they are and who they will 
become as he or she adjusts to the difficult, unfair loss of a child. 
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