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FACT SHEET: Talking about
trauma with a colleague

Acknowledge the event. Let them know that you are sorry for
their pain.

If the person wants to talk about it, just listen. They may repeat
details many times – this is part of dealing with what has
happened. Listening can help display empathy, and empathy
helps you connect with the person – knowing that someone is
hearing their story is important in the recovery process. 

Leave it up to the person how much they want to talk about it
and what they want to share. Do not push them for details and
avoid asking intrusive questions.

When they are talking, periods of silence can be positive –
sometimes just having you there is the most comforting thing.

Embrace tears and laughter. There is no "proper" way for them
to act.

Remember that you cannot take away their pain or fix their
problems, but you can share it and help them feel less alone.
Let your genuine concern and care show.

Trauma makes concentrating and focusing challenging. You can
help the person by offering practical help, such as running
errands, cooking a meal, driving, or picking up some of their
workload (with manager’s permission).

Keep offering your companionship, even if it is declined at first.

Trauma survivors can experience a wide variety of symptoms. As a
colleague or supervisor, you may recognise some of these, but
other times something may just not seem quite right. The trauma
response is unique to everyone – we know how people MAY react,
but we cannot know how they WILL react. Any reaction depends on
many factors, including the trauma experience, personality,
history, and availability of support. However, even if you can’t
pinpoint their symptoms, as a colleague you may be likely to see
how their trauma experience is affecting their work.

As a colleague, there are some actions that you can take that will
help you talk with the person who has experienced trauma and
provide them support while they are at work: 

Gently encourage them to be active. For example, invite them
to join you for a walk or go for coffee during lunch break.

Be careful not to assume that their faith beliefs are the same or
similar to yours.

Be supportive in the long term. It takes longer to recover from a
traumatic event than most people realise. The person may still
be struggling and needing support long after the event. The
anniversary of an event can be especially hard.

Encourage them to seek professional help. Even if they seem
like they are coping well, trauma can be deceptive. Processing
trauma in therapy can help prevent psychological difficulties
later.  

Recognise your own reactions and take care of yourself.

If you believe you can’t listen without having your own
emotional response, acknowledge their pain, but also your own
vulnerability in finding details hard to process. This may be
hard for them to hear, so be prepared to offer suggestions on
other ways you can offer them support. 

Staying away from the person because you are uncomfortable.

Pretending nothing happened.

Using clichés such as "I know just how you feel," "Everything will

turn out for the best," "It must be part of a bigger plan".

Trying to "fix it" for them. 

Trying to advise them what they should be doing. They need

your compassion more than your advice.

When we know someone has experienced a trauma, there are
certain ways of behaving that we might do because they protect us
from uncomfortable feelings. However, these can be unhelpful and
potentially harmful for the person who has experienced the
trauma. Try and avoid: 

If you need more information on how to support someone in your
workplace impacted by trauma, see Blue Knot Foundation.

https://blueknot.org.au/

