
 

Helping the Widowed   

 
You may have lost a parent, and your surviving parent is 

also reeling --  from the loss of their life partner.  

Or perhaps it’s a close friend who has lost their spouse. 

This leaflet might help you to assist them.  

Here are some suggestions: 

 

Stay connected. There’s a hole in their universe. Avoid 

thinking they “need space” to grieve. 

 

Mention their deceased spouse by name. Not doing so can seem as if the loved one didn’t exist, which 

hurts the survivor. Widowed people need to find a balance between preserving the memory of their 

loved one and caring for their own present needs. 

 

Say you’re sorry for their loss, but not that you understand, because each person’s loss is personal and 

unique.  

 

If you lost a mate yourself, your experience and empathy may help, but remember that no two people 

are alike; their grief and needs may differ greatly from what you felt. 

 

Ask for a get-together. Rather than saying, “Call me if you need anything,” contact them with a specific 

invitation, arranging transport as needed. People in grief find it hard to reach out. If it’s rejected, try 

again another time. Walk your talk. Don’t say, “I’ll have you over for dinner” then not do so.  

 

Refer to their spouse’s life, funny and any memorable, impressive things they did. Ask for a memory of 

the spouse which comforts them – like something which they did for the deceased that had surprised or 

pleased them, made them laugh or happy. This type of question from you lets them know that their 

spouse is remembered and valued. 

 

Don’t question or badger them if they’re not outwardly grieving, crying, etc. Everyone grieves in their 

own way. Yes, it can be healthy to cry to release pain, which they may be doing when you’re not around. 

 

Don’t take control. While it might be appropriate to help with funeral arrangements, do not take control 

of any matter unless requested to do so by them; if another person asks you to help, first check with the 

surviving spouse. It’s always best to show respect and avoid miscommunication. 

 

Help them to express feelings by sitting quietly and listening while they reminisce or share something 

on their mind. Regularly take initiative; ask how they’re coping, even with home tasks. As they express 

memories or feelings such as regret, guilt, anger, or fear this means that they are taking steps toward 

healing and acceptance of their new life.  

 



Don’t give unrequested advice. When offering support, avoid overwhelming the bereaved with advice. 

Defer to those closest to them. Don’t pressure them to make decisions quickly. 

Accept them as they are. Marriages are brief or long, healthy or dysfunctional, intense or remote. Death 

comes suddenly or in tiny steps over years. The survivor’s thoughts about it may be shared or not. The 

survivor will likely change while going through grief, with needs and emotions fluctuating. Be accepting 

and understanding. 

Get them help 

• Encourage them -- perhaps with other family -- to attend a local or online grief support group,

perhaps through www.GriefShare.org.

• On Sheriffnet’s Empower “Spirit” page, download a copy of Grief and Healing for them.

• If grief is negatively impacting their life (such as inability to sleep even a month later), help them to

consider professional grief counseling and then assist in locating one if they wish.

Re-establish routines  

Though hard at first, a widowed person needs daily routine to help get through the grief. Can you 

include them in your routines such as shopping or in tasks, thus drawing them out of any isolation? 

Maybe help with children or repairs? In addition to providing activity, such offers reassure the person 

that he or she has a purpose in life by being included or assisting with such things. It will help them to 

progressively recover a taste for life and be able to set new goals while learning to accept the help of 

friends. 

Be realistic For months or even years, the progress and healing of the widowed person may alternate 

with distress or depression. During low periods, the surviving mate may need a gentle nudge in the right 

direction to avoid withdrawing into isolation. Let them know that it’s normal to have ups and downs. 

Even if their spouse was still alive, they’d undoubtedly still have days that weren’t good. After the death 

of a mate, life is never the same, but the survivor still has much to contribute.  

Remember them. While many typically supports a survivor immediately, it’s weeks, months, and years 

later that faithful companionship is needed and very helpful. 

The fact that you’re reading this means that you care. That’s great. We won’t always do everything 

perfectly, but don’t let that stop you from trying. You’re needed and apparently willing; you’re a 

blessing!  
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