






sized packs of tissues, a grief-and-funeral re
source pamphlet, a flashlight, a safety vest, a 
rain cape, and a pen and paper. On average, 
the volunteer's stay lasts for two hours, but it 
can be much longer. Michelle Gray, 54, of 
Pensacola, Florida, responded to a 7 P.M. 

call during the Fourth of July weekend to 
comfort the family of an 8-year-old boy 
whose arm had been bitten off by a shark at 
Pensacola Beach, a case that made head
lines nationwide. 

Gray met the child's extended family at 
the hospital where he was undergoing 
surgery. (Incredibly, his uncle had wrestled 
the shark onto the beach and rescue work
ers had obtained the arm, which was re
attached.) With his siblings and cousins wet 
and cold, Gray rounded up a hospital repre
sentative to find blankets, pillows, and 
scrubs small enough to fit the children. She 

Finding the Right Words: 
What to Say, What 
Not to Say to Comfort 
Crisis Victims 

M 
ost of us have tried to comfort some

one who suffered a great trauma or 

loss. And chances are most of us felt 

we didn't say quite the right thing. TIP founder 

Wayne Fortin observes that the most common 

mistakes made by the well-meaning include 

minimizing the loss and placating the grieving 

person. The next time you are called upon to 

give "emotional first aid," TIP offers the fol

lowing suggestions: 

Do say: Don't say: 

"Please tell me what "I know how you 

happened." feel." 

"I'm so sorry." "Calm down!" 

"This must be very "It could be worse." 

difficult for you." 

"It's okay to feel. .. " "Don't cry." 

"I don't know what to "God had His 

say." 

"Can I call someone 

to come for you?" 

"Can I get you some

thing to drink or a 

bite to eat?" 

reasons." 

"I'll take care of 

everything!" 

When a baby has died: 

"It's obvious from "You can have anoth-

what you've told me er baby" or "She died 

that you loved [Emily] young and avoided 

very much." life's miseries." 
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brought up hamburgers, French fries, and 
drinks from the cafeteria and arranged for 
the family to make telephone calls with no 
charge. 

I t was 5:30 in the morning when she final
ly left, her adrenaline still pumping. At 
home, she called a TIP supervisor for a 
mandatory debriefing session. 

"About 99% of the TIP calls aren't trau
matic to the volunteer," says Fortin. What 
keeps volunteers positive, he says, is know
ing that they made a difference. In rare cas
es when the volunteer is quite agitated
such as a recent Southern California call 

that involved the death of an infant and a 2-
year-old child-Fortin suggests taking ac
tion. "Go home and wake up your kids and 
hug them," he says. "Go running or walk
ing. Don't drink alcohol." 

And get ready for the next call. • 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT TIP programs and 

volunteering, visit www.tipnational.org, 

call 714-314-07 44, or write to Trauma Inter

vention Programs at 1420 Phillips Street, 

Vista, CA 92083. 
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