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Simple Little Ways to Help a Loved One or Friend Experiencing Trauma 
 

The Challenge: It can be hard to watch a friend or loved one deal with trauma and not know how to help them 

or what to say. But that doesn’t mean it’s better to disappear.  

 

The Benefits: Your support is imperative: Research shows that leaning on loved ones can have a multitude of 

benefits for trauma survivors, such as helping them to adjust back into normal life following their incident or 

crisis situation. 

 

1. Ask before you hug someone. 

2. Ask the person what you can do to support them.  

3. Be patient, understanding and provide hope. Tell your friend it gets better; help and support are out there. 

4. Be willing to listen without judgement; don’t force them to talk about it. Avoid saying things like “you’ll get over 

it,” “toughen up” or you’re fine.” 

5. Educate yourself about the trauma/condition so you can understand something about what to expect. Offer any 

insights or helpful information. 

6. Encourage the person to take good care of themselves by eating well, avoiding alcohol, drugs or stimulants, and 

by attempting to maintain regular sleeping habits and daily routines.  

7. Ensure emotional safety, a feeling that your inner most thoughts, feelings and experience are, and will be, 

honored as one honors themselves. You need not prove, nor impress; you just simply are.  

8. Find ways to help them to genuinely smile or laugh.  

9. Gently engage other family and friends in your outreach for an agreed period of time. 

10. Give them space and time by themselves. 

11. Help survivors feel comforted and in control, so that they can ask for what they need and express their opinions 

and wishes.   

12. Help them relax. 

13. Involve the person in physical activity, such as walking or swimming. 

14. Invite your friend to join you in a favorite activity. 

15. Let them know that you are holding a sacred space for them or adding them to your prayers. 

16. Make their favorite meal(s) periodically. 

17. Make time to be with the person and make it obvious that you are available without judgement. 

18. Offer the opportunity to socialize when they are ready. 
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19. Offer to do the housework or yard work. 

20. Offer to help them think through their next steps for improving their own support and healing. 

21. Offer to pick up their children from school (this may require formal permission by the parent).  

22. Offer to take them to an appointment or grocery shopping. 

23. Realize that a trauma can resurface again and again. 

24. Schedule regular check-ins on your calendar and include your friend in your plans. 

25. Send a caring, supportive card with a few words from you. 

26. Suggest a support group and ask if they would like you to go with them. 

27. Tell your friend that having this trauma/condition does not change the way you feel about them. 

28. Understand that strong feelings and emotional outbursts are common – try not to take it personally.  

29. Visit your friend if they are in the hospital or healthcare facility. 

30. Watch out for common warning signs. 

1 Feeling very sad or withdrawn for more than two weeks  

2 Seriously trying to harm or kill oneself or making plans to do so  

3 Severe out-of-control, risk-taking behaviors  

4 Sudden overwhelming fear for no reason  

5 Not eating, throwing up or using laxatives to lose weight; significant weight loss or weight gain 

6 Seeing, hearing or believing things that are not real  

7 Repeatedly using drugs or alcohol  

8 Drastic changes in mood, behavior, personality or sleeping habits  

9 Extreme difficulty in concentrating or staying still  

10 Intense worries or fears that get in the way of daily activities 

 

If you or someone you know needs help, call 1-800-273-8255 for the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline. You 

can also text HOME to 741-741 for free, 24-hour support from the Crisis Text Line. Outside of the U.S., please 

visit the International Association for Suicide Prevention for a database of resources. 

 

Resources: 

• A Guide for taking Care of Your Family Member after Treatment in the Emergency Department (Spanish 

version also available.) (SMA18-4357ENG / SMA18-4358SPAN) 

• A Guide for Taking Care of Yourself after Your Treatment in the Emergency Department (Spanish version also 

available.) (SMA18-4355ENG / SMA18-4365SPAN) 

• A Journey toward Health and Hope (see “Free from SAMHSA”) SMA15-4419 has an excellent section on finding 

a counselor.  
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• American Association for Suicidology is a professional organization with an “Attempt Survivor/Lived 

Experience” division, where attempt survivors have a collective voice in the field of suicide prevention. 

http://suicidology.org/suicide-survivors/suicide-attempt-survivors  

• Finding a Therapist SAMHSA’s Behavioral Health Treatment Locator is for people looking for treatment 

facilities for substance use and for mental health problems. 1-800-662-HELP (4357) or 

https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov  

• Free Apps MY3 Safety Planning App. Coping strategies and sources of support. 

• National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention is a public/private partnership that advances the National 

Strategy for Suicide Prevention. Its Suicide Attempt Survivors Task Force wrote The Way Forward: Pathways to 

hope, recovery, wellness with insights from lived experience.  

http://actionallianceforsuicideprevention.org/task-force/suicide-attempt-survivors/  

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline. You can call 1-800-273-8255 or text HOME to 741-741 for free, 24-hour 

support from the Crisis Text Line.  

• Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) Order or download free from the 

Store (http://store.samhsa.gov/home). Click “Treatment, Prevention & Recovery” and then “Suicide 

Prevention.”   A Journey toward Health and Hope: Your Handbook for Recovery after a Suicide Attempt Guides 

you through the first steps toward recovery and a hopeful future after a suicide attempt. Includes personal 

stories from survivors who share their experiences as well as strategies, such as re-establishing connections and 

finding a counselor to work with. (SMA15-4419) 

o Information about Suicide and Suicide Prevention Suicide Prevention Resource Center.  This SAMHSA-

funded national resource center has a wealth of information about suicide and its prevention.  

www.sprc.org  

o Stories of Hope and Recovery: A Video Guide for Suicide Attempt Survivors. DVD of three people who 

tell about their journeys from attempting suicide to lives of hope and recovery. (SMA12-4711 DVD)  

o The Trevor Project: 1-866-488-7386. For lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) 

young people.  http://www.thetrevorproject.org 

o Veterans Crisis Line and Military Crisis Line: 1-800-273-8255 (press 1).  Text to 838255.  Live chat: 

http://www.veteranscrisisline.net 

o Virtual Hope Box. Helps with coping, relaxation, distraction, and positive thinking. 

• Websites for Suicide Attempt Survivors National Suicide Prevention Lifeline’s “With Help Comes Hope” website 

has information for survivors, friends and families, and clinicians. It has survivor stories, self-care tips, “7 things 

attempt survivors wish their friends and families knew,” a therapist and support group finder, videos, and more. 

http://lifelineforattemptsurvivors.org  

• National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention. Public-private partnership that advances the National Strategy 

for Suicide Prevention. http://actionallianceforsuicideprevention.org   
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• National Council for Suicide Prevention. National coalition of leading nonprofit organizations working to end 

suicide in the United States. http://thencsp.org   

• National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH). A part of HHS and the National Institutes of Health, NIMH’s vision is 

to transform the understanding and treatment of mental illnesses. www.nimh.nih.gov  

• Depression and Bipolar Support Alliance. Provides hope, help, support, and education to improve the lives of 

people who have mood disorders.  www.DBSalliance.org   

• Mental Health America. Dedicated to helping all Americans achieve wellness by living mentally healthier lives.  

www.mentalhealthamerica.net    

• National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI). Dedicated to building better lives for the millions of Americans 

affected by mental illness. www.nami.org  

• Psychiatric Advance Directives are legal documents that can be prepared in advance by people who are 

concerned that they might be subject to involuntary psychiatric treatment or commitment in the future. 

www.nrc-pad.org 
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