Healing After a
Suicide Loss in
Your Life

A RESOURCE AND HEALING GUIDE brought to you by the
Helpline Center and the South Dakota Department of Social Services
– Division of Behavioral Health

First, a few words
about words…
In this booklet, the term “suicide survivor” is used to describe someone who
has lost a loved one or friend to suicide. It should be noted that someone
who has attempted suicide and survived, is a “suicide attempt survivor.”

If you have lost someone to suicide you are
surviving their loss, day by day, and in the best
way you can. You, truly, are a “survivor.”
We hope that this guide will be helpful to you as you cope with your suicide
grief and begin the process of healing. May it be a useful tool for you as
you do the hard work of grieving and navigate the different emotions and
expectations that you may have. It doesn’t offer easy solutions to the terribly
difficult situations that you face, but does offer avenues of support and
healing to explore. Please do seek out support and resources from as many
places as you feel comfortable.

Another distinction to be made refers to how the person who took their
life died. “Completed suicide,” “killed themselves,” “died by suicide” and
“took their own life” are just some of the ways that accurately and honestly
describe what happened, while at the same time avoiding the judgmental
phrase, “committed suicide.” What do most people think of when they hear
the word “commit?” Usually, they think of “committing” crimes. People
who complete suicide are in the grip of what seems like an insurmountable
problem. They are not criminals due to an act of suicide.

Suicide IS Different

Stigma and isolation
The stigma and shame of suicide are decreasing in our culture and many
forms of support exist for survivors, but many people still feel ashamed
that their loved one has taken their own life and feel stigma surrounding

As deeply emotional and traumatic as losing a loved one to natural causes,
an accident, or any other kind of death may be, a suicide impacts those left
behind in different ways. The following are some of the unique aspects of
suicide loss that create additional needs for support and understanding for
the survivor.

A traumatic aftermath
The means used to take their own life may have been violent in nature
and result in the survivor’s exposure to physical trauma. A suicide death
can leave the survivor with symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD), especially so if they were the one that first encountered the scene

their death.

A choice?
Choice implies that a suicidal person can reasonably weigh alternatives and
select among them.

Suicide happens when no other choices are
seen. Still, many survivors struggle with the
feeling that their loved one made a rational
choice to leave them.

of the suicide.

Lack of privacy
If the suicide took place in the survivor’s home and must be investigated by
law enforcement, it may result in many strangers being present in the home
in a necessary but intrusive fashion. This can be uncomfortable and alarming.
Also, members of the public or acquaintances may have a morbid curiosity
and ask insensitive questions.

Shock and denial
The abruptness of a suicide death can throw a survivor into a state of
disorientation and “psychic numbing.” A person who has completed suicide
may have exhibited signs of suicide prior to acting, but those signs may not
have been obvious to their friends and family.

The guilt factor
Suicide may create feelings of guilt for the survivor. There can be unrealistic
feelings of not having done enough to prevent the suicide. Feelings of relief
that a hard struggle is over for that person may be immediately followed by
guilty feelings for having had those feelings of relief in the first place. There
may be secondary guilt placed upon the survivor from those who make
insensitive comments such as, “I bet you feel guilty, don’t you?”

The unanswered “why”
Survivors must make peace with the questions surrounding the suicide that
may never be answered. They may struggle with “why” it happened until they
no longer need to know “why” or they can be satisfied with partial answers.

A wide spectrum of emotions
Anger is a normal reaction to loss, but a suicide survivor’s anger may be
intensified by the fact that the very person they have lost is the person who
has caused that loss. Coupled with shame, guilt, and sadness, to name a
few, suicide generates a wide range of emotions for the survivor that may be
experienced simultaneously and frequently.

Helping Yourself through
Your Suicide Grief

Connect with other survivors.
Consider joining a support group specifically designed for
survivors of suicide loss. This environment can provide a

Resist the urge to punish yourself.
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mutually supportive, reassuring healing environment unlike
anywhere else. As one survivor put it, “I go to support group
because for an hour and a half each month, I can experience
being the same as everyone else in a room.” While each set of

It may be very painful, but you must learn to hold tightly to

circumstances revolving around a suicide death is unique, there

the truth that you are not responsible for your loved one’s

is value in being with other people that have such an important

suicide. Now is the time to be kind to yourself and not judge

aspect of their lives in common.

yourself harshly.

Give yourself permission.
Don’t put a time limit on your healing.
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Grieve in your own way, in your own time frame. It will take time
to absorb your sadness and loss. It may take even more time
for you to feel hope again and be able to see possibilities. Grief
cannot be put on a timetable or a calendar.

Remember the old, but embrace the new.
Assist your family in finding ways to mark your loved one’s
birthday, family holidays or other milestones. Understand that
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new moments, experiences or events will be met with sadness,
even with emotional setbacks. Preparing for how you will move
through these calendar dates will help minimize traumatic
reactions. Create a “new normal” for yourself and your family.
Keep the pleasant memories, but fashion traditions and habits
that incorporate them into a new lifestyle.
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To cry. To laugh. To experience joy. To make new friends. To
grow emotionally and seek out good things for yourself. To seek
professional help if you need it. Remember that their death
cannot be changed by your healing. You have every right to take
care of yourself.

Exploring the Truths
about Suicide Grief

The “whys” of a suicide death may never be determined.
There are usually many reasons why people take their own lives. Suicide is
complex and can stem from a wide array of biological, environmental, and
personal and psychological risk factors. The most acute risk factor, “the last
straw,” is often seen as the only reason for the suicide, when in fact there

Grief and mourning are not the same thing.
Grief is the mixture of thoughts and feelings that people have when
someone they love dies. Grief can be experienced without another single
soul being aware of your grief. Grief is the internal meaning given to the
experience of loss.
Mourning is the outward expression of grief. Talking about the person you

may have been layers of factors behind the final crisis.

Guilt is not a required part of the grieving process.
Part of the stigma of suicide is that somehow the survivor must feel guilt and
shame for having a suicide in the family. The reality is that family members
may have worked long and hard to help their loved one avoid suicide, even if
you didn’t know your loved one was contemplating suicide.

lost, crying, expressing your thoughts via art or music, celebrating special
dates that held meaning are only a few examples of mourning.
When you don’t honor a loss by acknowledging it, both to yourself and to
others around you, the grief will accumulate. The denied loss may create such
things as deep depression, physical complaints, difficulty in relationships, and
addictive behaviors for the grieving person. You will naturally grieve, but you

Do not assume that you must feel guilty, and
do not listen to those that will try to make you
feel guilty, or who assume that you should
feel guilt.

may have to make a conscious effort to mourn.

Grief and mourning do not occur in orderly, predictable stages.
There is absolutely nothing orderly about suicide grief! There are no clear-cut
linear stages through which you may progress. Think of a suicide as a tsunami
in your life. You are standing at the shoreline and your first encounter with
the huge wave of suicide may literally knock you off your feet. After that, the
seas will be choppy and you will be able to stand up again, but with difficulty. It seems like every time you get back on your feet, another wave comes
to knock you over. Over time, the sea calms and you are able to tread water
without difficulty. But every now and then, you will be struck by a rogue wave
from out of nowhere. It will surprise and alarm you, but you will be able to
recover from it easier each time. The waves themselves may be waves of
regret, anger, loss, loneliness, guilt, and any other emotions that you have felt
since the suicide of your loved one. The most important thing to remember is
that, with proper support and self-care, you will not drown.

All kinds of people complete suicide.
Suicides are completed by every kind of person. People from all races,
economic backgrounds, ages, religions, and gender identities take their own
lives. It is not limited to any one demographic group.

You do not have to struggle with a mental illness to
complete suicide.
Mental health conditions are often seen as the cause of suicide, but suicide
is rarely caused by any single factor. In fact, many people who die by suicide
are not known to have a diagnosed mental health condition at the time of
death. More than half (54%) of people who died by suicide did not have a
known mental health condition. (June, 2018, Vital Signs, CDC)

Exploring the Truths
about Suicide Grief

You will never get over this, but you will not always feel
as you do now.
The state of “closure” is a myth. How can you ever completely “get over”
the death of a loved one by suicide? You will always, for the rest of your life,
feel some grief over this death. It will no longer dominate your life, but it will

Suicide grief should be experienced, not avoided.
Society encourages those grieving a suicide to “get over it” and “move on.”
Shortly after the death, mourners are expected to “get back to normal.” The
truth is, healing comes in its own time and at no particular schedule. It is
different for each and every person. However, when you try to minimize or
ignore your grief, you will feel even more isolated in your journey. As painful
as it seems, acknowledging and accepting the loss are the only things that
will truly let you weave your suicide loss into the fabric of your life. You have

to feel it before you can heal it.

Birthdays, holidays, anniversaries, and other special days
should be observed.
Trying to forget and avoid special days may actually result in those thoughts
becoming stronger. What can be beneficial is to observe the important date in
a special, meaningful way. Whether alone or in the company of understanding
friends or family, those days may be honored and acknowledged in a way that
can bring you peace. You may also find that the approaching date brings you
apprehension and dread, when its arrival is actually a relief. Often there is
more stress over what you imagine you might feel.

However you choose to observe these days,
do what feels right and helps you each year.
Observe it in a manner that feels true to your
core beliefs.

always be there in the background, reminding you about the love you had
for the person who died. The intensity and frequency will diminish. Perhaps
some of the anger will dissipate as good memories are able to surface. It’s
important not to think that your grief will completely disappear, but that you
will be able to go forward and enjoy life again. Your grief will probably hurt
worse before it gets better, but in time it will be bearable and you will not
always feel this bad.

Native American
Cultural Considerations
Regarding Suicide Grief

Coping with Stress
& Anxiety Using the
Window Breathing
Technique

Experiencing a suicide is a traumatic event in anyone’s life. With Native

The window breathing technique is a useful technique to use when you have

American persons, grieving (mourning) may have cultural differences that
need to be considered as well.

an episode of heightened stress or anxiety. When you feel yourself begin to
panic, get into a comfortable position. This technique can be done discreetly
by focusing on a window or any rectangular object. It is important that your

Traditional Native American ceremonies
and practices may be helpful in the
mourning process.

breath in (inhalation) is slightly shorter than your breath out (exhalation).
Start by looking along the short edge, inhaling as you do so. When you reach
the longest length, exhale as your eyes follow the line. Do this along the
other sides, remembering to inhale on the short sides and exhale on the long

A Native American person may not practice their traditional religious rituals

ones. Repeat until you experience some relief from your anxiety.

and ceremonies that are unique to their tribe on a regular basis but may
engage in the practice of “smudging,” an Inipi (sweat lodge), Sun Dance, or a
Chanunpa (pipe) ceremony, to help in healing during the mourning process. A
person may also choose to participate in only Western Christian practices or a

Breathe Out

combination of both.

Breathe In

Breathe In

Breathe Out

Coping With a
Parent’s Suicide

Even more than an accidental death, a suicide generates horror, anger,

Harold S. Koplewicz, MD

able, or encouraged, to express these feelings, and get an understanding of

This article is reprinted with permission from childmind.org, the
website of the Child Mind Institute.

depressed completes suicide, for instance, we want that understanding to

shame, confusion, and guilt—all feelings that a child can experience as
overwhelming. The biggest risk to a child’s emotional health is not being
what happened that he or she can live with. When a mother who has been
be that she suffered from a mental illness, a disorder in her brain that caused
her death, despite the efforts of those who loved her to save her.

When a parent dies, it’s always painful for a child. And a parent’s death by
suicide—especially, research shows, a mother’s suicide—has an even more
painful and potentially disturbing effect.
As with all traumatic events, the way in which kids are supported in
processing their feelings about the loss affects how successfully they will
recover. Children are very resilient, and while a parent’s suicide will never
stop being an important event in their lives, with help they can recover their
emotional health and vitality.

When children experience the sudden death
of a parent, they go through what we call
traumatic grieving. This kind of death is not
just a painful thing to assimilate; it triggers an
emotionally complicated or conflicted process.
Healthy Grieving
When a death is shocking and disturbing it generates frightening thoughts,
images, and feelings a child may want desperately to avoid. In the case of a
suicide, children may have feelings toward or about their parent that they feel
are unacceptable, that they want to deny. So they try to block them out, by
not talking or thinking about the person they’ve lost, who they may feel has
betrayed them, or rejected them. But to grieve in a healthy way, it’s necessary to think about the person you’ve lost, and allow yourself to feel sadness
and pain. Kids need to be able to remember the parent they’ve lost as a
loving person despite his or her flaws.

Researchers at Johns Hopkins Children’s Center found that children who
are under 18 when their parents complete suicide are three times as likely
as children with living parents to later complete suicide themselves. This
highlights the vital importance of providing support to children who are
grieving. Not only are we treating the trauma of sudden parental loss, we are
also trying to break the suicide cycle in families.

Supporting Children
What do children need most in the aftermath of a suicide? First, they require
simple and honest answers to their questions. They need to know that their
feelings are acceptable: anger at a mother or a father who completed suicide
is normal, and it doesn’t mean a betrayal of the love you have, or the terrible
loss you may be feeling. If the person who died has been mentally ill for a
long time, a child might actually feel relieved at the death, and that, too, he or
she needs to be allowed to feel.
After a suicide, children need to know that they’re not to blame. Being natural
narcissists, kids tend to put themselves at the center of the narrative: If
I had behaved better, if I had come home right after school, if I had tried
harder to cheer Mom or Dad up, etc., this wouldn’t have happened. What
we want them to understand is that the parent was ill. We did our best to
help, but it didn’t succeed. This isn’t an understanding that’s achieved in one
conversation; it’s something that has to be worked on over time.
It helps children recover to keep their lives as normal as possible—to return

This can include avoiding places or situations that might remind a child of
the parent who died, emotional numbing, or selective amnesia about the

to routines as soon as possible, to return to school and regular activities.

traumatic loss. On the other hand, it can manifest as intrusive thoughts about

Signs of Trauma

parent that’s part of the healthy grieving process.

When should you worry about a child failing to recover in a healthy way?
Though it’s difficult to distinguish problem behavior from the expected
process of grieving, there are some key things to look for.
With a “regular” traumatic experience, like being close to an accident, an attack,
a disaster, we expect signs of recovery in about a month. But the timetable for
grieving is less clear, so the recovery process can take longer. If a child’s sadness
and withdrawal from normal activities don’t dissipate over time, and they
begin to cause impairment—refusal to go to school, changes in sleep habits, a
decrease in appetite, irritability—they can be cause for concern.

The biggest sign that someone is not grieving
in a natural way is a disturbed relation to the
memory of the loved one.

the event. These all get in the way of the process of forming memories of a

Who is at most risk for suffering long-lasting trauma? Children with avoidant
personalities or extreme anxiety will more easily fall into an unhealthy coping
style. Children who have experienced other traumas are also more likely to
respond poorly, given the “practice” they have had. Kids who lack strong
support networks—both within the family and within the community at
large—suffer more. And girls, for reasons we don’t fully understand, appear
three times more likely to have traumatic reactions to disturbing events.
Finally, when we imagine a child’s experience of the loss of a parent to
suicide, we need to recognize that the family may have been struggling with
mental illness, and often addiction, for years, which must surely have taken a
toll. The most important thing to keep in mind is that the antidote to traumatic
grief is honesty, loving support, and the continuation of the family in its
strongest possible form.
Harold S. Koplewicz, MD, is the founding president of the Child Mind Institute

As a survivor, I will …
… grieve in my own unique way, harming neither myself or others, despite how
others may feel I should express my emotions.

… balance both the positive and negative memories of my loved one and
maintain a realistic picture of them in my memory.

1-800-273-8255

… seek out as much information about my loved one’s death as I wish and
expect honesty from others.

… work to accept the reality of the suicide of my loved one with the expectation
that I will be able to live a full life without achieving complete closure.

… refrain from imposing guilt on myself, or let others put the responsibility of the
suicide on me.

… have faith that although the pain of my loss will be with me always, the
intensity and frequency will diminish.

… make peace with the “whys” and acknowledge that I may never fully know
why my loved one took their own life.
If you are struggling after the loss of your loved one to suicide, there is help
and support available. Grief from a suicide loss is unique. As a part of your grief
process, it is important to tell your story and express your emotions. Please
know that you are not alone. Call the Helpline Center at 1-800-273-8255 any time
of the day to connect with someone who cares about you and your loss. We are
here to listen, offer HOPE, and provide support.

… understand that my loved one made a decision that should not be a source of
shame or embarrassment for me.

… realize that I deserve to have a life of purpose and meaning following my

As a survivor, I will …

suicide loss.

… celebrate the life of the person I lost to suicide when I wish – both on ordinary
days and on special occasions.
… realize that my loved one was not being selfish, but rather suffered from
profound turmoil and hopelessness.
… reach out to the community of other survivors to share my experiences and
offer hope and healing when and where I can.
… acknowledge that I will feel a spectrum of emotions over the suicide, all of
which are valid.

… remind myself of the many ways in which I tried to help my loved one rather
than focus on my perceived responsibility or blame.

… understand that my loved one did not want to die as much as they believed
that they were unable to live.

… accept that a suicide may be multi-determined and that there probably was
no single reason for their death.

… seek help readily from others such as family, support groups, or my own
personal support network.

… realize that I may benefit from counseling to help me cope with this
devastating loss.

… feel joy and happiness and experience laughter in my life without judging
myself for having positive emotions.

Protecting Your Health
from the Effects of
Suicide Grief
Harvard Health Publishing, Harvard Medical School, April, 2018

Maintain a healthy diet. Stress triggers cravings for feel-good,
high-calorie and high-fat processed food. Yet these foods can
actually make you feel worse. Instead, focus on keeping a wellbalanced diet. That means eating plenty of vegetables, fruits, lean
proteins, and drinking plenty of water.
Follow good sleep hygiene. Grief is emotionally exhausting.
After a loss, people often find that their sleep is disrupted – they
have trouble falling asleep, wake up in the middle of the night, or
sleep too much. Going to bed at regular hours, following a bedtime
routine, and avoiding caffeine and alcohol in the evening helps with
more restful sleep.
Get moving. A simple daily walk can help ease depression,
agitation, and sorrow related to grief. It is often difficult to find
the energy to exercise, so if you lack motivation, enlist a workout
buddy or join an exercise group.
Keep tabs on your health. It’s easy to ignore your general health
when grieving. This includes skipping doctor visits and forgetting
to take your medications. Schedule all exams for the coming year,
so you don’t miss them, and set timers on your phone or computer
to help remind you to take your medications as scheduled, or ask a
friend or family member to assist by checking in with you daily.
Reach out to your social circle. While it can be painful to see
people, it is important to maintain connections with others. This
reminds you that you are not alone, and even if you feel isolated,
there may be family members, friends, or even neighbors who can
give a supportive hand. Set up a weekly get-together for lunch or
coffee, or invite people over for a monthly potluck. Or just make
an effort to communicate with someone every day, either by
phone or email.

Resources for Survivors
There are additional resources for suicide survivors on the South Dakota Suicide
Prevention website at www.sdsuicideprevention.org. Simply click the tab labeled
“Survivors.” There you will find survivor support groups in South Dakota. You
will also be able to request a survivor’s information and support packet from the
Helpline Center (www.helplinecenter.org). There are also many links from which
you can access survivor information and resources nationwide.

1-800-273-8255
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