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How to Support the Victim of a Mass Shooting 

A Brief Resource 

Facts about trauma: 

• Trauma is subjective – only the individual who experienced an event can determine if it 

was traumatic for them 

• Individual’s responses to trauma can vary widely – no one’s response is any less valid 

than another’s 

• An individual’s role in the trauma (victim, witness, first responder), current life 

circumstances (homelessness, stress level, support system), and prior experience with 

trauma can be risk factor’s for someone having a greater reaction to the shooting. 

• Because there is no uniform way of responding to trauma there is also no cookie cutter 

approach to supporting those who have been a victim of a mass shooting. 

 

Recovery strategies to use: 

• Assess and establish safety – immediately transport a survivor to a safe space where they 

can recover with safe support (perhaps their home, perhaps the home of a trusted friend, 

perhaps that space is out of town with friends of family). 

• Be aware that trauma can cause a survivor to feel suicidal, completely shut down or 

unable to manage their own emotional health. In those instances help the survivor make 

connections with a crisis support service in their local area.  

• Once safety has been established ask the survivor if they want you to stay with them. 

Having someone else around may be comforting and provide another layer of safety. 

• When a survivor is ready to talk please be ready to listen. But never force a survivor to 

talk about their experience before they are ready. 

• Create a calm environment for the survivor – calm surroundings can help a survivor feel 

calmer emotionally, physically and psychologically. What do they need in their 

environment? Music? A soft blanket? Low light? Do they need you to screen their phone 

calls or limit visitors?  

• Help them learn ways to calm themselves -- grounding skills which will help them cope 

with any flashbacks, dissociation and trauma memories. Dr. Sarah Allen has a good list 

of grounding strategies on her website. Dr. Timothy Legg has another list here on 

Healthline.  

https://drsarahallen.com/7-ways-to-calm/
https://www.healthline.com/health/grounding-techniques
https://www.healthline.com/health/grounding-techniques
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• Help survivors make a list of things that they find soothing, comforting and calming so 

they can always easily access it.  

• Offer help with basic tasks and errands – Offer to run errands, bring over meals, babysit, 

walk the dog or do some laundry.  

• Provide support and encouragement without requiring a response – send text messages 

letting them know that you’re there if you need them or email them encouragement. Do 

this without expectation that they will respond. Do not “drop by” unexpected. This likely 

feels very unsafe to them. 

• Help them access professional resources if they need that – are their local support 

groups? Do they need to connect with a therapist? Can you help them make an 

appointment with their family doctor to discuss ongoing symptoms? 

• Encourage them to process the trauma in ways that feel safe to them. Can they journal? 

Would a kickboxing class help them express some of their anger and frustration? Does 

hiking or gardening help soothe their worries? 

• Access fun and funny – sometimes we all need a laugh or something fun to break the 

tension. Every small break helps.  

• Move at the pace of the survivor – all of us process trauma in different ways and in 

different timelines.  

• Tend to your own needs, too – helping a survivor of a mass shooting can be stressful, 

especially if you are their primary source of support.  

 

Trauma can make us feel powerless. We couldn’t stop the mass shooting, so how can we control 

our recovery from it? Becoming part of the recovery process for the survivors can give us a 

feeling of empowerment. We can all be part of the healing process.  

You can access other information at the website of The International Association of Trauma 

Recovery Coaching.  
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