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Tonight we are talking about suicide
• This will trigger feelings for you, and I want you to take care of yourselves. If
you need to step out at any time during this evening, we have folks at the
ready to follow up with you.

• We are here together, and anyone who needs some support right now
should reach out and ask for help (we have resources and providers here)

• Don’t hesitate to reach out to providers at any time.
• Care for each other’s hearts.

Why do people die by suicide?
There are many factors that could lead to
suicide death:

• I feel rejected by others/isolated
• Feeling like no one cares and that I’m a
burden

• Having access to lethal means
• People who are suicidal have emotional
pain that feels irreversible, and their
pain has tricked them into believing they
cannot be helped

What is emotional pain?

• The tangled necklace
(frustration, aggravation)

• Strength gives out
(sad, hopeless)

Myths and Facts about suicide
•
•
•
•

Please refer to your handout about the myths and facts of suicide prevention.
There are a couple I would like to highlight this evening:
MYTH: Talking about suicide or asking someone if they feel suicidal will encourage
suicide attempts.
FACT: Talking about suicide provides the opportunity for communication. Fears
that are shared are more likely to diminish. The first step in encouraging a suicidal
person to live comes from talking about those feelings That first step can be the
simple inquiry about whether or not the person is intending to end their life.
However, talking about suicide should be carefully managed.

Myths and Facts, cont’d
•
•

•
•

MYTH: People who threaten suicide are just seeking attention.
FACT: All suicide attempts must be treated as though the person has the intent to
die. Do not dismiss a suicide attempt as simply being an attention-gaining device.
It is likely that the young person has tried to gain attention and, therefore, this
attention is needed. The attention that they get may well save their lives.
MYTH: Suicidal young people cannot help themselves.
FACT: While contemplating suicide, young people may have a distorted perception
of their actual life situation and what solutions are appropriate for them to take.
However, with support and constructive assistance from caring and informed
people around them, young people can gain full self-direction and selfmanagement in their lives.

Suicide Warning Signs
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

The recent suicide, or death by other
means, of a friend or relative.
Previous suicide attempts.
Preoccupation with themes of death or
expressing suicidal thoughts.

Depression, conduct disorder and
problems with adjustment such as
substance abuse, particularly when two
or more of these are present.
Giving away prized possessions/ making
a will or other final arrangements.
Major changes in sleep patterns - too
much or too little.
Sudden and extreme changes in eating
habits/ losing or gaining weight.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Withdrawal from friends/ family or other
major behavioral changes.
Dropping out of group activities.
Personality changes such as
nervousness, outbursts of anger,
impulsive or reckless behavior, or apathy
about appearance or health.
Frequent irritability or unexplained
crying.
Lingering expressions of unworthiness
or failure.
Lack of interest in the future.
A sudden lifting of spirits, when there
have been other indicators, may point to
a decision to end the pain of life through
suicide.

Asking about suicide
•
•
•
•
•

•

Start with what you notice, use behavioral observations:
Say “I noticed you look down.” or “I want to check in with you about…” or “Are you
okay, it seems like…”
Always let them know you care no matter what.
Be open and honest about your concerns, and take your time.
Using an indirect approach, you can say something like “I know when life gets
really tough, we think of ways to make it through, and sometimes we get stuck.
What are the sort of things you’re thinking about?”
When in doubt, ask directly about suicide, “Are you having thoughts about
suicide?”

How to talk to your kids about suicide
• Please refer to your other handout. I know that talking to our kids about
suicide can be very daunting, especially when this isn’t our “area” of
parental expertise.

• Listening to your child is a powerful tool in talking about suicide. Also, be
vulnerable yourself- tell them you don’t have all the answers, and that
you’re sort of afraid yourself, and that you genuinely want to know how
they’re feeling in their hearts about what has happened.

• Allow them to talk, cry, and just be present with them. If you have concerns,
you can weave into the conversation “Is suicide something you’ve ever
thought about as a way to end your pain or problems?”

After we lose a child to suicide…
• The community as a whole needs to grieve and support each other.
• Community members have an opportunity to come together to learn about
how they can play a role in an “every citizen approach” to suicide prevention

•
•
•

Suicide is a community health problem, it’s going to take communities and citizens to
reduce the suicide rates
Training, education, and action will move the needle on suicide
Coordinated efforts can be:

•
•

Training multiple community groups in suicide prevention gatekeeper methods such as QPR
Having community awareness days, organizing an Out of the Darkness Walk, working with
mental health and suicide prevention partners to provide programs to community members

Memorialization and contagion prevention
• We love the ones we have lost, and we want to celebrate their lives.
• At the same time, we want to make sure that we are being mindful of those
who are still living and may be struggling.

• When we memorialize how someone died, a child who is struggling might
become activated or triggered toward a suicide attempt.

• To avoid this, when we remember those we have lost to suicide, we want to
focus on their life, not on their death.

• Also, we can use our energy and grief to support suicide prevention efforts.

How to work together after losses
• No matter how a child dies, we want to remember them.
• A school district should treat all losses the same.
• It is important that students, parents, and community members take the
opportunity after a loss, to be activated to partner to create a community
that works in coordination toward a common vision. This includes bonding
together with a common vision, which requires communication. This could
include mental health providers, faith-based, schools, law enforcement, and
other community agencies and individuals.

Questions and Discussion
www.grantushope.org

How to Help a
Grieving Teen
Liz Spanel, MSW, LSW
Program Coordinator

The Teen Years
Adolescence is by nature a time of loss:
– Physical Changes
– Relationships
– Every day losses (sports, grades, etc)
A major task for adolescents is to break away from the
family and peer relationships take on greater
significance. This is why a death is especially difficult
during this developmental stage.

Reactions Thoughts
– Able to contemplate the meaning of death and
have an awareness of how it affects their
future (prom, graduation, etc)
– May experience difficulty concentrating
– May question spirituality and think about
their own mortality

Reactions Feelings
– Stress, caused by normal physical & emotional
changes during adolescence, may be magnified
– May experience more intense emotions, including
anxiety & worries about the future
– May experience feelings of self-doubt & confusion
Compared to our School Groups, children in our
Crisis Groups feel more confused after a death.

Reactions –
Actions
– May act out and engage in risky behaviors or
become overly-cautious
– May struggle with peer relationships or turn to
peers for support; some may hesitate getting close
to others to avoid getting hurt
– Many demonstrate a higher level of maturity and
increase in self-worth

Their Voices
• “It’s hard when my parents constantly ask me
questions about how I am doing.” (13 YO Female)
• “I worry about not ever forgiving myself from the
guilt I carry with me.” (15 YO Male)
• “The hardest change is accepting he’s gone and
expressing/accepting emotions.” (16 YO Male)
• “Why did this have to happen to me (my group of
friends)?” (14 YO Female)

How to Support
Grieving Teens
•
•
•
•
•

Speak directly & honestly about the death
Encourage communication but don’t force it
Listen with respect & without judgement
Don’t feel like you have to have all the answers
Don’t expect them to “get back to normal” in a set
time
• Be aware school can be a source of stress; maintain
communication with school staff if additional help is
needed
• Help your teen take a break from grief
• Encourage discussion about the positive ways they’re
coping & provide examples

Fernside Services
• Evening Program
• School Group Program
• Crisis Response Program
• Community Outreach & Education
• Camp Program
• Phone Consultations
• Resource Library & Publications

How to Contact
Fernside
Liz Tiemeier Spanel, MSW, LSW
Fernside: A Center for Grieving Children & Families
An Affiliate of Hospice of Cincinnati
(513) 246-9140

www.fernside.org

POSTVENTION TO SUICIDE
AND CREATING A BALANCE
Companions on a Journey
Sheila Munafo-Kanoza, Founder and Executive Director
www.companionsonajourney.org

See This Child
By: Jackie Harris
See this child before you
wounded
vulnerable
changed
..... the child of yesterday gone forever.
Who will really look at this child?
Is it easier to assume
he will emerge unscathed

than to face the turmoil with him?
Who will step into the road
before this child……….
laden with mountains and valleys,
potholes and detours?
Who will walk a bit of his journey
with him?

Who will offer some temporary
shelter
from the storms that rage around
and within this child?

Who will open doors that this child
cannot see through his pain?
Who will listen to what this child
is really saying
when he is belligerent
when he is too shy to speak
when his laughter masks his fears?
Who will help this child to recognize
his successes
and give him the courage to step
beyond his failures with dignity?
Who will be with this child
on the other side of healing
as he recognizes his growth
and acceptance?

HOW DO YOU REACT
WHEN SOMEONE YOU
LOVES DIES?

Physical Responses
■ Tightness in the throat and heaviness in the chest
■ Crying at unexpected times
■ Sensing the loved one’s presence, like finding
themselves expecting the person to walk in the door,
hearing their voice or seeing their face
■ An empty feeling in their stomach or a loss of appetite

Cognitive Responses
■ Feeling restless and looking for activity, but may find it
difficult to concentrate
■ Wandering aimlessly, being forgetful or failing to finish
things

■ Having difficulty sleeping and dreaming of their loved one

Emotional Responses
■ Feeling guilty at times and angry at others or the loved one who
left
■ Feeling as though the loss isn’t real, that it didn’t happen
■ Feeling guilty or angry over things that happen or didn’t happen in
the relationship with the deceased
■ Noticing mood changes over the slightest things
■ Feeling the need to take care of other people who seem
uncomfortable around them, by politely avoiding any discussion of
their feelings of loss
■ The need and desire to tell, re-tell and remember things about the
loved one and the experience of their death

These are all normal grief responses. It is important to cry when
prompted and to share your feelings with others. If you’re concerned
or worried about your personal reactions to grief, please seek
counseling.

HOW TO SUPPORT A
PERSON BEREAVED BY
SUICIDE

With Suicide…
■ There is no time for them to prepare emotionally or mentally
■ Due to the shock and related stress, those left behind may be
unable to develop coping strategies
■ There is shock; they cannot wrap their mind around what has
happened

■ Teens often face grief alone; their friends are uncomfortable
and don’t know what to say
■ There’s the anger; “How could this have happened to me?”

Important Considerations
■ Many people bereaved by suicide feel alone and isolated
■ The silence that surrounds the issue of suicide can
complicate the experience
■ Because of the social stigma surrounding suicide, people
feel the pain of the loss, yet may not believe they are
allowed to express it
■ Maintaining a strong social support network is important.
Grief is challenging and a network of friends and family
can make it much easier

Young Adults Are Unique
■ Need someone to listen to them

■ Non-judgmental support
■ An opportunity to tell the story over and over again

■ A safe and supportive environment
■ To be able to express their grief in their own way

■ They need to share in the family’s grief process
■ It’s important to meet ”teens on their turf”. Help them find
a support group that they can choose to attend

What To Say
■ Don’t avoid the subject of suicide. This can create a barrier, making it
hard for them to discuss personal issues later.
■ Avoid simplistic explanations for the suicide. Suicide is very complex
and there are usually many contributing factors.
■ Listen and hear their experience.
■ Be truthful, honest and aware of your limitations: acknowledge if you
don’t understand or know how to react to what they are going through.
■ Say the name of the person who has died and talk about them. Not
saying their name can leave the bereaved feeling as though the one who
died is being forgotten or dismissed.
■ Ask "How are you getting along?" and then really listen to the
response. Stay and hear and try to understand. Allow the person to say
whatever they need however difficult and complex it is.

What To Do
Practical Support
■ Try to help attend to the things that might get left behind
during this difficult period (homework, completing tasks)
■ Many bereaved people will find it difficult to ask for assistance
and they may also have difficulty making decisions or
identifying ways you can assist
Emotional Support
■ LISTEN: This is possibly the most important thing you can do
■ Maintain contact personally or by telephone, notes, cards.
Visits need not be long
■ Invite them to talk about the person who has died, mention
the person’s name, ask to see photos, share stories

The Spiral of Grief
•

We may take steps forward or backward
during our Grief Journey.

•

Grief doesn’t come in any order, shape,
or pattern.

•

Personality traits cause each of us to
react differently.

•

The Shock/Numbness Phase: normally
comes at the start of a grief journey and
can last hours to months.

•

The Protest and Denial Phase: can feel
like you are part of a ‘bad dream’ or
watching someone else’s life.

•

The Disorganization Phase: is when
reality sets in. Confusion is normal in this
phase. It’s important to let others help
you. Simple tasks can seem difficult, so
reward yourself for small
accomplishments. It is important to return
to a routine to maintain a balance.

• The Impact of Death is important to
acknowledge.
• Grief takes time and no two people grieve
the same.
• Grief can leave us dazed, confused, and/or
numb.
• A death can leave our minds disconnected
and scrambling to find a way to reconnect.
• The Spiral of Grief has no order. Emotions
can come and go when you least expect it.
• It is important to allow ourselves to slow
down and find hope, strength, and healing
in the recovery.
• Our minds are very unique, we need to be
aware of our feelings.
• With each death the pain may vary
depending on many factors: friendships,
relationships, family dynamics, and
personalities.

