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Supporting the Bereaved 
at Home and Down Range

Presented by Military & Family Life Counselors

Sometimes it is difficult to know exactly what to do to support someone who is 
grieving.  
Today, we will look at different ways to provide comfort and support to those we 
love and care about who are experiencing a loss.

First of all, in order to have an understanding of what the grieving person may be 
going through, we will take a look at what grief is and what the stages of grief are.
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Objectives

Participants will learn:

» The nature and stages of grief

» Ways to assist the bereaved

» What to say and 
what not to say to a bereaved person

» Issues for the bereaved who are down range
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Agenda

» Introduction
» Definition of Grief
» Stages of Grief and Loss
» Emotional and Physical Symptoms of Grief
» Survivor’s Guilt
» Understanding the Effects of Guilt
» What to Say and What Not to Say
» Tips for Helping a Grieving Person
» When the Bereaved is Down Range
» When the Bereaved Should Seek Help
» Taking Care of Yourself
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Introduction

» When someone we love is experiencing grief, it can 
be difficult to witness

» Frequently, our instinct is to try to fix the problem 
and make their pain stop

» While you can’t fix the problem or take away their 
pain, you can provide comfort and support

» Sometimes the best thing we can do is just listen and 
make ourselves available
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Definition of Grief

» Grief is a natural response to loss
» It’s the emotional suffering you feel when something 

or someone you love is taken away

» NOTE: In addition to grieving the loss of a loved one, it is also 
possible to grieve the loss of someone you never knew

You do not have to be personally attached to the person you are grieving.  The 
deceased could be a public figure or a victim of a disaster or violent act.  In the 
military, it could even include service members from a unit other than your own. 
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Stages of Grief & Loss

» Denial and Shock

» Anger and Emotional Releases

» Protest/Bargaining

» Guilt

» Depression/Loneliness

» Acceptance

» Hope

The five stages of grief (denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance) are a part of 
the framework that makes up our learning to live with our loss. They are tools to help us 
frame and identify what we may be feeling.  Not everyone goes through all of them or in a 
prescribed order and many times people will go through the different stages several times.  
These stages are responses to loss that many people have, but there is not a typical response 
to loss.  Our grief is as individual as our lives.
Denial and Shock: At first, it may be difficult to accept the death of a loved one.  As a 
result, you will deny the reality of death.  “This is not possible…there must be some 
mistake…that can’t be true.” At any moment, our loved one could reappear, or so we 
imagine.  Time seems to briefly suspend itself.   However, this denial will gradually 
diminish as you begin to express and share your feelings about death with others.
Anger and Emotional Releases: During this stage, the most common question is asked 
“why me?” You are angry at what you perceive to be the unfairness of death and you may 
project and displace your anger onto others. Some may turn their anger inwards and blame 
themselves for what happened. When given some social support and respect, you will 
eventually become less angry and able to move into the next stage of grieving.
Protest/Bargaining: We may try to negotiate the situation, bargain with some sort of higher 
power.  They probably try to bargain and offer to give up an enjoyable part of their lives in 
exchange for the return of the health or life of the lost person.  “If you will reverse this, then 
I will____ in return.” The sad truth is that things will not go back to the way they were 
before.  And that’s when the next phase hits.
Guilt: We may experience feelings of guilt for things we did or didn’t do prior to the loss.  
It is important to forgive ourselves and accept our humanness.
Depression/Loneliness: When we realize the loss is real and unchanging, we may sink into 
a deep sorrow.  Mood fluctuations and feelings of isolation and withdrawal may follow.  It 
takes time for the grieving person to gradually return to their old self and become socially 
involved in what’s going on around them.  
Acceptance: Acceptance does not mean happiness.  We may miss being able to share our 
life with that person, no matter how long it’s been since their death. We will gradually let go 
of the struggle against the tide of emotions we experience, accept our new circumstances 
and find peace within ourselves.  
Hope: Eventually we will reach a point where remembering will be less painful and we can 
begin to look ahead to the future and more good times.
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Emotional Symptoms of Grief

» Numbness, the sense that none of this is real – you’re 
just imagining it

» Expecting the deceased to come back and be able to 
resume life as usual

» A sense of anger, injustice, or helplessness 

» Feelings of emptiness, self-accusation, or despair

» Guilt – if only you had been there, done more, etc.
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Physical Symptoms of Grief

» Difficulty going to sleep or waking in the middle of 
the night

» Difficulty paying attention or remembering things as 
well as you did before your loss

» Weight loss or gain; over or under eating

» Headaches, chest pain, or racing heart

» Upset stomach or digestive problems
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Survivor’s Guilt

» In addition to typical grief responses, service 
members down range may also experience survivor’s 
guilt

» Survivor’s guilt is sometimes experienced by those 
who have survived an event that took the lives of 
others

» This type of guilt can derive partly from a feeling that 
one did not do enough to save others who perished or 
who were injured

» The survivor may question why they survived and 
others did not

Civilians can also experience survivor’s guilt, especially if they have survived a 
national or natural disaster.

A person may question why they survived, and even blame themselves for surviving 
a traumatic event as if they did something wrong. 



10

10

Understanding the Effects of Guilt

Guilt can:

» Intensify trauma and grief

» Immobilize a person mentally, emotionally and 
physically

» Hinder well-being, productive action and positive 
relationships

» Keep the guilt ridden person “stuck” and prolong the 
grief process

Intensify trauma and grief: feeling guilty about what you might or might not have 
done can magnify both the trauma and grief that’s experienced.
Immobilize a person mentally, emotionally and physically: When you are 
“stuck” in the guilt it can lead to an inability to act and take care of what needs to be 
taken care of.
Hinder well-being, productive action and positive relationships: Guilt feelings 
can begin to take a toll on relationships – the down or angry mood begins to affect 
those around the person.  Guilt makes taking productive action difficult and it is 
difficult to have a sense of well-being when guilt consumes a person.
Keep the guilt ridden person “stuck:” A person sometimes continues to stay 
stuck because they feel guilty about feeling happy, and therefore won’t allow 
themselves to experience happiness.  Guilt keeps a person from moving forward 
with their lives and doing what needs to be done.
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What to Say

» “I’m so sorry.”

» “I know this is a terrible loss for you.”

» “I don’t know exactly what to say, but I want you to 
know how much I care.”

» “Why don’t I come over and make a list of what 
needs to be done?”

» “I will keep you and your family in my thoughts and 
prayers.”
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What Not to Say

» “I know exactly how you feel.”

» “It’s God’s will.”

» “He is in a better place.”

» “At least they didn’t suffer -- or -- At least they’re out 
of their misery.”

» “Think about all the good things in your life.”

» “You need to get out more, make new friends, go to 
church, etc.”

Although well intentioned, these are typically statements that are not helpful and 
tend to minimize what the grieving person is going through.  It is enough to just 
acknowledge their loss, let them know how very sorry you are, and let them know 
you are there to help and listen when they need you. 
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Tips for Helping the Bereaved

» Accept and acknowledge their feelings

» Be comfortable with the silence

» Let them tell their story

» Don’t minimize the loss

» Be patient

» Offer to help out, but 
be specific

» Keep in contact

Accept and acknowledge their feelings: Listen with compassion and don’t 
question their feelings – just listen.  Let them know it’s ok to cry in front of you
Be comfortable with silence:  The person may not feel like talking.  If you can’t 
think of anything to say, just sit silently with them.  You may offer a hug or touch 
their hand if they are comfortable with that.
Let them tell their story:  the person may need to tell their story many times.  This 
is a way of processing their grief, and for some it is very important.  Be patient.
Don’t minimize the loss:  Don’t compare the grief you may have experienced with 
theirs.  Don’t tell them everything will be ok, or that the person is in a better place.
Be patient:  The grieving person’s mood may change back and forth from sadness 
to anger to contentment.  Just listen and accept that this is part of the process.
Offer to help out, but be specific:  People can become overwhelmed when they are 
grieving and not be able to think about what it is they need help with.  For example: 
offer to write letters, emails or make phone calls on their behalf, bring food, offer to 
clean their house, pick up groceries, etc.  
Keep in contact:  Call them or send cards, letters or emails now and then just to let 
them know you are thinking about them.
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Tips for Helping the Bereaved continued

» Realize that their grief may last a very long time and 
that everyone grieves differently

» Accept that you don’t “get over” the death of 
someone you care about – you just learn to move on

» Don’t worry if you don’t know what to say

» Let them know their thoughts and feelings are normal

» Continue with support after the funeral

Realize that their grief may last a very long time:  Remember there is no time 
limit on grief and there is no right or wrong way to grieve.  
Accept that you don’t “get over” the death of someone you care about – you 
just learn to move on:  Don’t expect them to just “get over it.” Even though 
people learn to cope and move on, there may always be an empty space in their 
heart for the person they lost.
Don’t worry if you don’t know what to say:  Sometimes there are no words.  Just 
your presence is enough.
Let them know their thoughts and feelings are normal:  Sometimes people who 
are grieving begin to feel that the thoughts and up and down feelings they have are 
something to be concerned about.  It’s important to let them know that their 
reactions are completely normal considering the situation they are in.
Continue with support after the funeral:  after the funeral, the bereaved is still 
grieving, but the support is often not as consistent as prior to the funeral.  It’s 
important to stay in touch by phone or email or periodically send a “thinking of you 
card.” Remember, they will have good days and bad days.  Knowing others are still 
thinking about them will help on the bad days.
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When the Bereaved is 
Down Range
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When the Bereaved is Down Range

Distance is the biggest challenge:

» Unable to have physical contact

» Not able to be there to see 
when they need comforting

» Limited ability to tend to 
their needs

Distance is the biggest challenge:  It can be frustrating for you and for the bereaved 
when they are down range. The initial urge in a situation like this is to reach out and 
hug the person, and it can be frustrating and painful for you when this isn’t possible.  
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Supporting the Bereaved Down Range

What you can do:
» Let them know that you are thinking about them 

everyday
» Call, write letters, send cards, emails or text messages 

often – try to have daily contact, if possible
» Ask if there is anything you can do from your end to 

help, such as contact the deceased’s family on their 
behalf, send flowers, etc.

» Listen attentively and without judgment, and follow 
the previous tips for helping the bereaved
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When the Bereaved Should Seek Help

Encourage them to seek help if they are:

» Having difficulty functioning in daily life

» Increasing use of alcohol or drugs

» Withdrawing from others

» Having constant feelings 
of hopelessness

» Talking about dying 
or suicide

When the bereaved are down range, encourage them to seek help from a Chaplin or 
their Command. 
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Taking Care of Yourself

» Seek balance in your life

» Have a “battle buddy”

» Accept help and support

» Participate in recreational 
activities

» Spend time with friends

» Exercise

» Eat well

» Get plenty of rest

Supporting someone who is grieving can be stressful, and it is easy to get 
overwhelmed if you are not taking care of yourself.  
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Taking Care of Yourself continued

If coping methods don’t work, and the stress is affecting 
your ability to function, don’t hesitate to seek help from 
a Chaplain, Military Community Services or Behavioral 
Health Services
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Summary

» Grief is a natural response to loss

» While there are several stages of grief, they do not follow in a
specific order or have a specific time line

» Those down range, as well as civilians, can experience 
survivor’s guilt when there is a trauma where others are killed

» Sometimes just listening and being present is enough

» It’s important to take care of yourself when you are supporting 
a bereaved person

» Seek help if coping methods don’t work and the stress is 
interfering with your ability to function
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Questions
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Resources

» Military Community Services

» Chaplain and Local Clergy

» Military OneSource  (800) 342-9647

» TRICARE   www.tricare.osd.mil

» Behavioral Health Services
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