
 

This fact sheet has been developed to provide general information to victims of crime. It is not 
intended as a replacement for medical, therapeutic or legal advice. If you have particular  
concerns please contact your general practitioner, counsellor or Victim Support Service. 

Homicide 
Traumatic Grief and Loss 

 
 
 

Homicide is a crime that can have a deep and lasting impact on the victim’s family, friends 

and all other people that it touches. The traumatic grief that people experience in response to 
death through homicide can be intense because of the sudden and violent nature of this 
crime. People can feel further distressed by having to deal with the police, the media, the 
Coroner and the courts. 

 
While some people’s experience of trauma and loss through homicide may be similar, it is 
important to remember that each person’s grief and reaction to trauma is unique. It may be 
experienced and expressed differently by various family members and friends. It is important 
to respect and recognise these differences. This may impact on the level and intensity of 
your own distress and your ability to support one another. 
 

Some of the common grief responses following a  
traumatic loss include: 

Shock 

When you first learned of the death of your loved one you probably experienced shock. You 
may have cried, become hysterical, got angry or lashed out at the people who told you of the 
loss, remained calm, felt numb, fainted, tried to run, laughed or appeared to function 
“normally”. These are all natural reactions and are the body’s way of protecting you from the 
full impact of the loss all at once. Some degree of shock can last for several days or weeks. 
 

Denial 

Denial is another way the body protects you from the full impact of your loss and is natural, 
especially when death is sudden and unanticipated. Intellectually you know your loved one 
died, but emotionally you are having difficulty accepting that this has happened. You may 
experience seeing your loved one in a crowd, you may fantasise that your loved one is not 
dead but on holiday or you might forget the person is dead for short periods of time. For 
example, you might pick up the phone to ring them. 
 

Fear and Vulnerability 

Many people experience feeling anxious and fearful for their own safety and for other family 
members, especially if the offender has not been apprehended. You may fear what the future 
now holds for you and how you will manage. The emotions can be intense and can make you 
feel anxious, helpless and not in control. As the impact of the loss is felt, you may begin to 
question your beliefs about life being fair and the world and people being safe.  
 

Anger and Rage 

Anger is a natural aspect of a grief reaction. It can be intense for survivors of homicide. You 
may feel strong anger towards the person who murdered your loved one. You may also feel 
anger at the legal system, the media, God, your family and friends and even your loved one 
for leaving you. Anger may show itself in violent fantasies and dreams about what you would 
like to do to the offender. This can be scary especially if you have never experienced such 
thoughts before. It is okay to think these thoughts as long as they remain thoughts or words 
and not actions. You may need to find outlets for that anger. Talking about the anger with 
people you trust, physical exercise, writing, yelling, screaming in a safe place and being 
assertive about what you need and want are safe ways of dealing with the anger. Find a way 
that suits you. 
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Guilt 

You may feel guilty that you were unable to protect your loved one or may feel guilty about 
something you said, or did not say or something you did or did not do. You may also feel 
guilty that you are alive and your loved one is dead. You may go over and over “if only I had 
done… this would never have happened”. The media and the community may also make you 
feel guilty because of the stigma associated with homicide and the victim-blaming that can 
occur. 

 

Despair and Depression 

This is often experienced when the full impact of the loss is obvious and you begin to 
understand the implications for the future without this person. It may not be the same as the 
intense grief experience that has overwhelmed you; it could feel more like a persisting and 
never ending sense of sorrow that is always there. These feelings of depression are often 
experienced when other friends or family think you are “over it” or no longer want to talk. This 
can make you feel isolated. 

 
Acknowledgment 

This is when you believe the crime happened, the full impact of the loss is experienced and 
you accept that your life is changed forever. This may involve you focusing on memories of 
your loved one and deciding how you will remember them. This may include looking at 
photos and possessions of the deceased, talking about the person and thinking about the 
person a great deal. 

 
Focus on Life 

This represents the change of life’s focus; away from the overwhelming loss and toward the 
future. The memory of your loved one remains, while you begin to focus on living rather than 
on the loss. This does not mean that you “get over” the loss. It does mean that you begin to 
rebuild a life for yourself without that person. When people find that they can cope without 
their loved one and start to find some enjoyment in life again, it can feel a bit scary. Initially it 
could feel like a betrayal of the deceased. This feeling will pass with time. It can be helpful to 
be aware that some special times like an anniversary, a birthday or hearing a song that 
reminds you of the person may intensify your grief. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Your body will also be dealing with grief and trauma. In the weeks or even months following 
the homicide, you may experience some or all the following problems: having a sick or hollow 
feeling in your stomach, loss of appetite or overeating for comfort, tightness in the chest and 
throat, headaches, fatigue and lack of energy, sensitivity to noise or sudden movements, 
aches and pains or frequent infections. You may have trouble concentrating, deciding and 
problem solving. Short-term memory problems, sleep disturbance and flashbacks of images 
related to the crime are also common. Your body, heart and mind will try to cope with the 
impact of the violent crime. 
 

 

Further Information 

If you would like more information, please contact Victim Support Service on (08) 8231 5626 
or view our website at www.victimsa.org  
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