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Responding to Another’s Hardship and Loss 
 

You don’t have all the answers, and that’s okay 
When people are faced with someone else’s hardship or loss, it is perfectly normal to want to know the “right” thing to 
say or do.  When we don’t know what that response is, we sometimes avoid the situation or overextend ourselves to 
help, which can feel good in the moment, but can lead to discomfort down the road.  

For people who work in professions where you are asked to fix problems or provide answers or information, COVID-19 
may be particularly challenging because it is presenting us with more scenarios to which we have no ready answers, and 
that’s okay. 

Tip: Do not make promises to people that you can’t keep.  Instead try “I don’t know the answer to that, and I’m 
not sure I will be able to find it, but I’ll try and see what I can do.  Are you okay with that?”   

 

Consider your response 
While it is a normal reaction to want to take away pain, it is not always possible or necessary.  COVID-19 is creating 
unique problems that we aren’t sure how to solve.  The virus may be new, but our experience of not knowing what to 
say when someone faces loss is not new, it is just significantly more present right now.  It is likely in the coming months 
that a family member, friend, co-worker, or community member will share difficult news with you related to financial 
hardship, physical or mental illness, death of a loved one, or anger and confusion about the current crisis.  It is helpful to 
think now about how you might respond. 

Tip: Find what you relate to in the other person, such as their anger or frustration, but don’t verbalize an 
understanding through a shared experience. If someone has just lost a parent, relate to their anger and 
confusion, not what your experience of losing your parent was unless they ask for it or you ask for permission to 
share it. 

A component to any healing is compassionately accepting the reality of the situation, and leaning into and 
acknowledging that discomfort, rather than avoid it.    

Tip: Offer people choices if it seems appropriate and practical.  “I have information that might be helpful for you 
on x, y, and z.  May I send it to you?”  This allows the person to accept or decline your offer. 
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Handling the reactions of others 
When people do not have their primary needs met like food, water, shelter, safety and predictability, or social support, 
our stress response turns on and our behaviors often change to get our needs met.  We do not always realize this is 
happening.  Someone experiencing financial hardship, for example, may feel great fear and raise their voice and speak 
short or unkindly to another person they associate with that hardship.   

Tip: Experiencing a hardship does not take away a person’s need to behave appropriately to those they are 
working with.  Oftentimes this is not intentional, and you have permission to calmly explain why an action or 
behavior is making it difficult for you to assist them. 

Tip: Mirror the behavior you wish to see/hear, rather than the behavior they are displaying. Do not ignore or 
excuse specific behavioral concerns, but instead consult with someone if you need help. 

Though you may be exposed to more instances of emotional strain in others, it is practical and understandable that you 
also have a job that you need to do.  It is okay to explain that to people. 

Tip: If someone is going on about an issue they are having, and it starts to seem cyclical or unproductive, try the 
following phrase: “(Name), I’m so sorry but I am going to pause this for just a moment.  Thank you for this 
information, I can tell you are going through a lot right now.  I think the best way I can help you is by doing this 
present task, and in order to do that I need to focus on it to better help you.  Would you be okay if we paused 
this conversation and see where we’re at after I finish this? 

 

What to say when faced with hardship 
Anyone who has ever lost someone or something that has great meaning to them knows that there is not much anyone 
can say to take that pain away, however knowing that someone believes your pain and accepts it with you can be 
significantly more helpful than providing an answer.   

What to say to them: 

• I am so sorry this is happening to you right now. 

• I don’t have that answer for you, but I want you to know you are not alone. 

• I don’t know what to say, just know you can talk to me and I will listen. 

• Just because we are all impacted by coronavirus does not mean that all of our experiences are the same, let me 
know what you need, and I will try to help you the best I can. 

• Just because you can’t see the way forward right now does not mean there isn’t one, take things one step at a 
time and talk to people. 

• It takes time to adjust to these changes, you are resilient and will find your footing. Let me know how I can help. 

It is equally important to take care of yourself during this, as exposure to other people’s struggles can bring out things 
we ourselves struggle with, like feeling helpless, wanting to please, and feeling others’ pain. 

 



 
 

What to say to yourself:   

• I am nervous because I feel like I don’t know what I’m doing, and that is common right now and okay. 

• I did the best I could given the circumstances, and I cannot control other people’s experiences. 

• I have overcome hardship in the past, and I will do so again this time. 

• That person is strong, and I have to trust that they have the strength to get through this. 

• I may not know what to do about this now, but if (xyz) happens, I trust I will know what to do when it comes.   

• This person may die/lose their loved one/lose their job, and I cannot control that, but there are things I can 
control. 

• There have been times I didn’t know what to do and yet I got through it, so I can only do the best I can today and 
hope that others will find that strength in themselves too. 

It is okay to ask for clarification.  Just because someone is upset and their tone and facial expressions show it, that 
doesn’t mean you can’t talk to them about it.   

• I am so sorry you are frustrated right now.  May I ask if you are frustrated with me, or if it is the situation you are 
in? 

• There is a lot going on right now, and I want to make sure I understood what you said correctly so I am going to 
repeat it back.  Let me know if I’m on track. 

• I can tell this is really important to you.  I’m so sorry for this frustration.  I want to see what I can to do help, but 
it’s difficult when I hear loud/fast voices (note “when I hear loud” versus “when you yell”). 

• I think I may have said something earlier that made you upset, which I didn’t intend.  Can I just make sure we’re 
on the same page before we go forward? 

• Everyone responds to grief differently.  Would you like to talk about “xyz” or would you rather continue on as 
normal and let me know if or when that changes?   

It is of tremendous help to others who are struggling to have a supportive person who knows their own strengths, 
weaknesses, and boundaries.  No one is expected to have all the answers, no matter how badly someone may be 
seeking them after hardship and loss.  If you find yourself feeling like you are not doing “enough” or are frequently 
frustrated and overwhelmed, check in with yourself and/or a trusted person to review your expectations compared to 
what you have to offer in that moment.  Continue to model self-care, and know that what you have to offer is enough, 
and one piece of a larger puzzle of healing as we move forward.   

 

Hailey Krueger, City of Madison EAP 

 


