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Helping family and friends
by Karla Helbert

D

eath comes eventually to everyone. For the
bereaved, grief is chaotic, bringing changes that are
intense, often overwhelming. Our abilities to
communicate, understand others, or function in social or
work situations can be greatly impacted. We can feel isolated,
different, unable to find peace. The experience of grief
through the lens of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) can
make these challenges even more uncomfortable.
Here are some things to be aware of to help your loved one
during their grieving process:
• Assume grief. Where there’s a relationship of love and
someone dies, there is grief.
• Use concrete language. Say the words death, dead, dying,
died. Phrases like “she passed away” or “we lost Grandma”
can be painfully confusing.
• Some people experience strong emotion without
connection to particular events. As a result of this,
outward reactions can seem inappropriate or upsetting to
others (such as laughing at a funeral). This isn’t meant to
be hurtful. Communicate and help the person be more
aware of their emotional reactions as well as how others
may respond.
• Increased sensitization is common. Also, entirely new
sensory processing problems may emerge in grief.
• Pay attention to food and drink intake, especially for
those who may have issues surrounding food. Ensure that
children eat nutritious food and stay hydrated. Help adults
practice healthy eating and drinking.
• Be consistent with routines. Reliable daily and night-time
schedules are especially important. The disruption of the
daily routine can itself create severe adjustment problems.
Often, difficult initial reactions are due to the
overwhelming disruption to life.
• Support the person in finding ways to mourn and
remember the person who died. It’s also okay if someone
does not want to engage in mourning or remembrance
activities. If this is the case, communicate about the

reasons. Some people take longer to come to a place
where they can outwardly express grief. There are as
many ways to experience and express grief as there are
people and relationships.
If we live long enough and love others, we will experience
loss and the pain of grief. If we know it’s normal to grieve and
learn ways to express our experiences, we can go a long way
toward finding our way through it—on or off the spectrum.
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