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GUIDING PRINCIPLES
During tragedy we believe: 

• Our staff and members/participants are capable to tell us what they need and it is our job to attune, 
listen and remain curious about what those needs are. 

• Grieving is often a complex and non-linear process that may require creativity and flexibility in our 
response protocol. 

• Our response will be trauma-informed and rooted in the C.A.A.V.E. approach (compassion, awareness, 
acceptance, validation, empowerment). 

• The event may also trigger other unexpected responses in individuals based on their life experiences. 

• A collaborative approach is often necessary to facilitate the best response for staff and members/
participants. 

• A primary and secondary point of contact is important to coordinate an organized and effective 
response to affected programs, staff, families, etc.  These contacts will be members of our Tragedy 
Support Team.  
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TRAGEDY SUPPORT TEAM RESPONSIBILITIES
In order to streamline and quickly respond in the aftermath of a tragedy, the Tragedy Support Team Lead will 
coordinate communication between the responders and the head of the program affected.   
Members of this team will: 

• Only be activated if the tragedy did not affect them.  If it is a large-scale tragedy, we will coordinate 
with the local Red Cross for assistance. 

• Give guidance and language for the program/branch affected to provide to their staff and members. 

• Dispatch clinical team staff members to provide disaster mental health/psychological first aid if it is 
determined that staff and affected members want that type of support.  

• Team members must first consider their capacity and caseload before deciding to respond. Associate 
members must notify supervisors prior to responding to an event. 

• Provide trauma-informed, culturally-appropriate mental health first aid.  This may be in the form of an 
individual consultation or in a group format.  If further support is needed, those affected will be given 
referrals and resources both within the YMCA and in their local community. 

• Under certain circumstances as determined by the branch Executive Director, the coordination of 
memorial plans or remembrance ceremonies may be planned by designated YMCA staff. Supportive 
community partners will be notified as deemed necessary. 
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STEPS TO STAFF NOTIFICATION
Individuals may learn of tragedies from the media, law enforcement, family members or other providers.  

1. Confirm the loss before initiating the tragedy response. 

2. Draft responses that are appropriate for young people, families, staff and community partners.  Share 
important information with the response team and program leaders. 

3. If there is no confirmation of the tragedy, program leaders will address the confusion and anxiety that 
individuals experience with responsive and compassionate language. They will only share facts that have 
been confirmed.  

4. Identify staff and members/participants that were most engaged with the event or person that is 
deceased. 

5. Notify affected individuals in person or verbally within 48-72 hours, whenever possible. 

6. Notify staff in private spaces and be sensitive about how you introduce the conversation.  Start with: 
“There has been an unfortunate event and we have upsetting news to share.” 

7. Be mindful that some staff will not want details, and give them the opportunity to decide how much they 
want to know.  “We will share the details that we know with you if you choose. Please let me know if you 
prefer otherwise.” 

8. Remind staff to not post on social media or send out emails as not everyone may be notified. 

9. Provide resources that will help with processing grief or tragic events beyond the initial mental health 
first aid that may be given. 

10. Provide clarity and conversations about upcoming events and how the tragedy may affect them. 
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NOTIFICATION OF YOUTH & FAMILIES 
In order to streamline and quickly respond in the aftermath of a tragedy, the Tragedy Support Team Lead will 
coordinate communication between the responders and the head of the program affected.   
Members of this team will: 

• Educate staff on how to offer support.  Provide age-appropriate language for them to use with youth. 

• Help staff navigate discussions about death, suicide risk, grief and loss.  Role-play if necessary and 
discuss warning and risk signs to look out for. 

• Inform youth and families individually or in small groups whenever possible. 

• Schedule follow-up support sessions as necessary. 

• If the tragedy was death by suicide, be open but not explicit about the method.  Seek clinical guidance 
on how to navigate these conversations as recommended practices evolve over time.

REMEMBRANCE CEREMONY
Under some circumstances it is appropriate for the affected community to honor the deceased person(s) 
through some type of remembrance ceremony.  It is up to program leaders and affected person(s) to 
determine what is best for the affected community.
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TIMELINES
While tragedy requires our immediate attention and response, we recognize the healing process can take on 
its own timeline and those timelines look different for each individual.  There are some considerations during 
the initial weeks, months and beyond.

FIRST WEEK

• Regular routings are typically restored after 2-3 days, depending on the gravity of the tragedy. 
Routine is important in grief recovery. 

• Monitor affected members for suicide risk and changes in behavior, such as isolation, withdrawal and 
escalation in risky behaviors. 

• Provide individual/group consultations for processing if necessary/wanted. 

• Provide staff well-being groups.  

• Encourage self-care activities, including accessing resources available through staff benefits or taking 
time off of work if necessary.

FIRST MONTH

• Continue to monitor staff well-being and provide appropriate resources. 

• Provide staff well-being groups. 

• Consider what to do with photos and memories of the deceased individual.  Include appropriate 
persons in making decisions on how the space may change or remain the same. 

• Consider how memorial events may trigger individuals both affected and not affected by the tragedy.  

• Continue to allow youth and affected members to debrief and process events.  Be aware that feelings 
of guilt, or shame, in addition to grief may come up for both staff and members/participants. 

• Supervisors should have intentional conversations about the event and how everyone is doing, 
including the staff and members/participants. 

• Continue self-care activities.

LONG TERM

• Continue to monitor staff and affected individual’s well-being, especially those who were closely 
affected by the tragedy. 

• Provide referrals for internal and/or external grief support. 

• Be mindful of anniversaries, birthdays and significant events that relate to the tragedy.  Talk with 
supervisors and staff on how they want to address these events moving forward. 

• Be aware of any changes in staff or affected individual behavior and consult with supervisor. 

• Normalize the grief process with staff and affected individuals. 

• Decide collectively if people want to recognize past losses in any way. 

• Continue to provide staff well-being groups. 

• Even with the passage of time, do not avoid or ignore the event or loss.  Tragedies continue to affect 
people over long periods of time.
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TRAGEDY RESPONSE CHECKLIST
SUPERVISORS

The physical safety of everyone is confirmed. 

All relevant information about the incident has been brought to YMCA leadership.
 
Staff members have been notified with priority given to the staff members most engaged with any deceased 
individual(s).
 
Staff members are aware of support, including access to their supervisors, support groups/meetings, 
Employee Assistance Program (EAP) benefits and necessary resources.  Time off is given if needed and 
appropriate.
 
Provide language and assistance on how/when to inform members/participants, young people and families.
 
When appropriate, debrief the incident and review any safety protocols with the intent on improving 
policies and procedures moving forward.

Debrief with Tragedy Support Team and assess burnout and/or counter-transference.  Provide support and 
supervision.

Continue to hold staff well-being groups.

Inform affected individuals of any memorial services or special projects and collaborate with those 
individuals that may want to be included in the planning stages, if appropriate.

If necessary, create and implement a strategy on informing community partners or other entities.

STAFF

Inform supervisors of possible affected persons they may be unaware of (extended family members, 
friends, mentors, etc.).
 
When possible, meet in-person to ensure family members have been notified of the incident.
 
If necessary, mental health first aid is provided and resources for ongoing support are given.
 
Offer support in the upcoming weeks to process grief.  This may include: access to mental health staff, 
process groups, gathering time and any culturally-relevant rituals
 
Inform affected individuals of any memorial services or special projects and collaborate with those 
individuals that may want to be included in the planning stages, if appropriate.
 
Continue to check in with your supervisor in the days, weeks and months that follow regarding self-care 
and grief processing for self and members/participants. 
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APPENDIX 
What We May Need During Grief

Employee Letter

Returning to Work after a Death

Coping with Grief

Suicidal Grief

Sample Scripts

First Responder Toolkit

____________________

__________________________________

https://firstrespondertoolkit.com/
https://suicidology.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Resources-for-Survivors-of-Suicide.pdf
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WHAT WE MAY NEED DURING GRIEF 
TIME – You need time alone and time with others you trust, who will listen when you need to talk.  It takes 
months and years to feel and understand the feelings that go along with loss.

REST, RELAXATION, EXERCISE, NOURISHMENT AND DIVERSION  – You may need extra amounts of 
things you needed before.  Hot baths, afternoon naps, a trip, a “cause” to work for to help others.... any of 
these may give you a lift.  Grief is an emotionally exhausting process.  You need to replenish yourself.  Follow 
what feels healing to you and that which connects you to the people and things you love.

SECURITY – Try to reduce or find help for financial or other stresses in your life.  Allow yourself to be close 
to those you trust.  Getting back into a routine will help.  You need to allow yourself to do things at your 
own pace.

HOPE – You may find hope and comfort from those who have experienced a similar loss.  Knowing which 
things helped them, and realizing that they have discovered that time does heal, may give you hope that your 
grief will someday be less raw and painful.

CARING – Try to allow yourself to accept the expressions of caring from others, even though they may 
be uneasy and awkward.  Helping a friend or a relative also suffering the same loss may bring a feeling of 
closeness with that person.

GOALS – For a while, it will seem that much of life is without meaning.  At times like these, small goals are 
helpful.  Something to look forward to, like playing golf with a friend next week, a movie tomorrow night, a 
trip next month, helps you get through the immediate future.  At first, don’t be surprised if your enjoyment 
for these things isn’t the same.  This is normal.  As time passes, you may need to work on some long-range 
goals to give some structure and direction to your life.  You may need guidance or counseling for help with 
this.

SMALL PLEASURES  – Do not underestimate the healing effects of small pleasures.  Sunsets, a walk in the 
woods, a favorite food -- all are small steps toward regaining your pleasures in life itself.
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EMPLOYEE LETTER TEMPLATE

Date

On behalf of ***, along with your colleagues and peers, please accept our sincerest condolences on your 

recent loss.  We understand that this may be a very difficult time for you and we sincerely hope that 

we can be of assistance to you in dealing with your grief and loss.

I have enclosed some educational materials for your review that might be of benefit to you and your 

family.  We also invite you to meet with one of our YMCA Youth and Family Services (YFS) counselors 

who can share information with you about our various support options.  They can assist you in 

selecting a counseling program that is most beneficial to you.  Please feel free to contact them at 

counselingservices@ymcasd.org. 

When returning to work after a loss, we encourage you to maintain an open dialogue with your 

supervisor.  They can support you and make reasonable accommodations as you negotiate the 

inevitable challenges that our work presents, particularly when we may be more vulnerable.

Again, we are here to assist you in whatever way appropriate, so please feel free to call on us with any 

questions you may have at (***) ****, now or as you move through your grief process.  Know that you 

are not alone and that our thoughts are with you.

Sincerely,

Signature
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RETURNING TO WORK AFTER THE DEATH OF A LOVED ONE
After the death of a loved one you may be allowed only a few days of bereavement leave before being 
expected to return to work.  You may find yourself struggling to balance your need to work with your need 
to grieve.  Managers and co-workers may have difficulty knowing how to best support you.

Here are some suggestions for coping with your grief after you return to work

Lower your expectations of yourself. Give yourself permission to say “no” more often, and to lessen your 
workload if possible.  Discuss with your supervisor how you can slowly reacclimatize to your previous duties 
and responsibilities in a way that supports your grief process.

Expect fatigue and confusion. Grieving is physical, mental, and emotional and affects your abilities at every 
level. Even while your conscious mind is trying to complete the task at hand, your unconscious mind may 
be fully engaged in grieving.  For this reason, you may feel more tired, disoriented and distracted. This is 
normal.

Give yourself grieving breaks as needed. Waves of grief may be completely unexpected. Particularly for 
the newly bereaved, it is sometimes impossible to hold back overwhelming emotions even at the most 
inopportune times. When this happens, take a grief break in a private place and ride the wave until it passes.

Let the people who care about you know what you want and need. Some co-workers may avoid engaging 
you in a conversation about your grief or your loved one for fear of bringing up your sad feelings. Let others 
know if you want them to ask you about your loved one, and how they can support you if you become 
emotional at work.

Use the resources available to you. Call on friends and family to support you fully in your non-working 
hours. Contact your primary care physician for a check-up. If you need additional emotional support, contact 
your local hospice for grief support, your Employee Assistance Program (EAP) or consider a consultation with 
a counselor from YMCA Youth and Family Services at counselingservices@ymcasd.org.

counselingservices@ymcasd.org
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TRAGEDY RESPONSE SAMPLE SCRIPTS
VERBALLY DELIVERED INDIVIDUALLY OR SMALL GROUPS

I have sad news.  Jane Doe died on Tuesday.  We do not have many details.  Would you like to know what 
we do know?  If yes: The police informed us that it was from a drug overdose.

We know that this is upsetting.  XX is available to talk with anyone individually and XX will be holding 
some groups on these upcoming dates.

At this time we are not sending out any emails about Jane’s death and we ask that you do not post or 
send out information as well, in order for us to inform all necessary people in person.

Are there any young people or families that we need to take special care in delivering this news?
Are there any staff, former staff that were specially connected with Jane?

EMAIL (ONLY USE ONCE THOSE AFFECTED HAVE BEEN NOTIFIED IN-PERSON/VERBALLY)

Example #1

In the face of a tragedy within our Y family, we believe that we must pay attention to the needs of our 
participants, families and staff.  We are aware of and appreciate the complex reactions and responses to 
grief that may be experienced.  That’s why we respond to tragedies with a trauma-informed lens, recognizing 
the innate resiliency of our members and their families, and recognizing our unique position that allows 
us to offer deeper support, where needed.  It’s with these guiding principles in mind that we will offer the 
following in response to the recent tragedy:

• Schedules (or however this is typically defined) will not change.  We will remain open to provide a safe
space for families and members/participants to process this loss together, as a team, and with one
another.  However, staff have been offered time away from work while they process and may choose not
to attend.  Our families/members may also choose not to attend, either choice is good; we process loss
uniquely and we want to offer space to make this choice.  Team members may choose to practice or talk,
or both; we will take our cues from you and your families.

• Youth & Family Services, our Social Service branch, can offer support in the form of individual or family
therapy.  Call ___ at #### or email counselingservices@ymcasd.org to make an appointment.

• The Elizabeth Hospice (grief support line 833-349-2054) and Hospice of the North Coast each have
excellent resources related to bereavement and grief processing as well.

• Our connections to one another are the most important and help us to cope with loss, grief and tragedy.
Connections to peers and family help young people process loss and their teams are a wonderful place to
receive needed support and comfort.  However, you need us, we are here.

___________________________ ______________________________________

https://elizabethhospice.org/grief-support/
https://hospicenorthcoast.org/services/hope-bereavement-center/
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Example #2 - (when there is lack of details on event)- For direction to staff after they have been notified  
in-person/verbally

It’s been a tough week for our YMCA (program name) family and we want to reiterate that we are here to 
support you however we can. (Name of deceased)’s passing has created a lot of emotions for staff and 
participants. Their contagious personality made it easy for them to connect with those they worked with.  
Participants have started asking questions and we want to be honest and compassionate when responding 
to these questions. We also want to provide some guidance on how to handle these questions. 

If a participant asks where (name of deceased) is or what happened, we can be honest 
without getting into detail. We can let participants know that we are saddened to share 
that they have passed away. We do not have to specify how or what happened. They may 
ask these questions and it’s ok to be vague and say that you aren’t sure or that we can’t 
get into details at this time. Let’s support our participants utilizing our C.A.A.V.E. and 
trauma-informed mindset by letting them know we are here to help.  We can offer (grief 
groups, counseling services, local resources) and if they want to talk in more detail you 
can refer them directly to your supervisor if you prefer.  Please do not hesitate to reach 
out to any supervisor for additional support or questions on how to discuss this matter 
with participants. 

Thank your team.  

Example #3 - Memorial Information

Over the next couple weeks there may be events that you would like to choose to attend that will honor 
(name of deceased). I will make sure I provide you all with any information I learn. 

A local organization is hosting a Celebration of Life on (date & time). 
 
The location is: (address)
 
The family has set up a Gofundme page. Click here if you are interested in supporting them.  I do not have a 
date/time or location for the family’s funeral at this time. 

Also, we will be planning a Celebration of Life as well for our staff, participants, friends, family and the 
community and will pass along that information as it is established.

If you have any questions, please feel free to reach out to myself or your supervisor. As always, please make 
sure you are taking care of yourself and we support you all during this time. 

Please feel free to forward on to anyone I may have missed or who should have this information. 
 

C.A.A.V.E. 
approach: a 
relationally-
focused 
framework 
that allows 
for connecting 
with others 
in accessible, 
practical ways.
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WWW.YMCASD.ORG/YFS 

The YMCA of San Diego County is dedicated to improving the quality of human life 
and to helping all people realize their fullest potential as children of God through 

the development of the spirit, mind and body.

We would like to thank the Hollywood Homeless Youth Partnership for their work and for inspiring this 
response protocol. We continue this work in memory of those we have lost.

www.ymcasd.org/yfs
www.ymcasd.org/yfs
http://hhyp.org/



