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Navigating Conversations While Grieving: What
to Say & How to Respond

Grief can be an incredibly isolating experience, and conversations about loss can sometimes feel
overwhelming—whether you're the one grieving or supporting someone who is.
Well-intentioned words can sometimes miss the mark, leaving the grieving person feeling
misunderstood or even hurt.

This guide provides insights for both grievers and supporters, offering alternatives to common
but unhelpful phrases, ways to express support with empathy and strategies for setting
boundaries when grief isn’t a topic you want to discuss in the moment. Whether you're
navigating your own grief or trying to comfort someone else, these suggestions can help foster
compassionate and meaningful conversations.

Common Unhelpful Phrases and What to Say Instead
1. "I know exactly how you feel."
e Why it's unhelpful: Grief is deeply personal, and assuming you understand someone's
unique pain can feel dismissive.
e Alternative to say to someone grieving: "I can't imagine what you're going through, but
I'm here to listen if you want to share."
e How to respond if someone says this to you: "/ appreciate you trying to connect,
but my grief feels very personal right now."
"I know you've had your own losses, but this is really different for me."
"Thank you for caring. Right now, I'm just trying to take things one step at a time."

2. "They're in a better place."
e Why it's unhelpful: This can minimize the person's pain and may not align with their
beliefs.
e Alternative to say to someone grieving: "I'm so sorry for your loss. How can I support
you during this time?"
e How to respond if someone says this to you:"7hat may be true, but I really miss
them here."

"[ appreciate your kindness, but that doesn 't bring me much comfort right now."
"I'd rather just talk about the memories I have of them."
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3. "Everything happens for a reason."

e Why it's unhelpful: This can feel dismissive and suggest the loss was somehow
justified.

e Alternative to say to someone grieving: "['m here for you, and I care about you."
e How to respond if someone says this to you:"/ know you mean well, but that’s

not really how I see things right now."

"I'm just trying to get through each day—I don t really have the energy to think
about reasons."

"I'd rather focus on remembering them than trying to find a reason for this loss."

4. "At least they lived a long life."

e Why it's unhelpful: This can dismiss the mourner’s pain by focusing on the length of
life rather than the loss.

e Alternative to say to someone grieving: "Their memory will always be with you. 'm
here to help you remember them."

e How to respond if someone says this to you:"7That s true, but it doesn t make me

miss them any less."”
"Long or short, losing someone you love is always hard."
"I’'m grateful for the time we had, but right now, I just feel the loss."

5. "You need to be strong."

e Why it's unhelpful: Suggesting that emotions are a weakness can discourage healthy
grieving.

e Alternative to say to someone grieving: "It's okay to feel whatever you're feeling. I'm
here to support you."

e How to respond if someone says this to you: "Griefisn t about being strong or

weak—I’'m just trying to get through this."”

"I don 't think being strong means holding it all in. It's okay for me to feel this."
"Right now, I just need to take things as they come."
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Guidelines for Offering Support
If you're supporting someone grieving, keep these in mind:
e Be Present: Sometimes, your presence is more comforting than words.
e Listen Actively: Let them express their feelings without interjecting.
e Offer Practical Help: Instead of, "Let me know if you need anything," say, "Can I bring
you a meal this week?"
e Avoid Clichés: Phrases like "7ime heals all wounds" can feel hollow. Instead, say, "Take
the time you need, and I’ll be here."
e Respect Their Process: Grief looks different for everyone—avoid setting expectations.

If You Need to Redirect the Conversation

Sometimes, you don’t want to discuss your grief, and that’s okay. Here are ways to politely shift
the focus:

Gentle Ways to Set Boundaries Around Grief Conversations

e "Thank you for asking, but I’d rather focus on [event/celebration] today."
"I appreciate your concern, but I’'m taking a break from talking about that right now."
"That means a lot, but today I’m trying to keep things light. How have you been?"
"I’d love to catch up about that another time. Right now, let’s enjoy [shared moment]."
"I know you mean well, but I need a little space from that conversation today."

"Thank you for thinking of me. Right now, I’d rather focus on being present with
everyone here."

"I appreciate you checking in, but today I just want to focus on [celebration/gathering]."
"I’m grateful for your support, but I’d rather not get into that today. Tell me what’s new
with you!"

e "I need a break from that conversation today. Let’s enjoy this time together instead."
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Conversation Redirections

If you need to shift the focus of a conversation after setting a boundary, here are some gentle
ways to redirect:

"How have you been?"

"Tell me about what’s new in your life!"

"Have you been up to anything fun lately?"

"Have you tried the food yet?"

"What’s something that’s made you smile recently?"

"What have you been watching or reading lately?"

"Have you had a chance to talk to [mutual friend]?"

"Tell me about something exciting coming up for you!"

"What’s been keeping you busy these days?"

"Have you traveled anywhere or have any trips planned?"

"I’d love to hear about something that’s been bringing you joy lately."

"Let’s talk about something fun—what’s a hobby or interest you’ve been enjoying?"

Reflection: Your Experience with Grief Conversations
Take a moment to reflect on your own experiences—whether as someone grieving or as
someone supporting a grieving person.
e Which of these phrases have you heard before? Did they feel helpful or hurtful?
e If you're grieving, which responses feel most natural for you to use? Are there any
that you’d like to practice?
e If you're supporting someone who is grieving, which alternative phrases resonate
with you the most?
e Where do you think you might struggle? Setting boundaries? Finding the right words?
Feeling confident in your support?
e What is one small change you can make in how you approach grief conversations?

Grief conversations can be challenging, but small adjustments in language and approach can
make a big difference in creating more compassionate, understanding, and supportive
interactions.
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