
 
Common Reactions to Suicide and Recommended Responses 

 
Everyone gr ieves  d i f fe ren t ly .  Persona l  and fami ly  exper iences  w i th  death ,  re l ig ious  
be l ie fs ,  communi ty  exposures  and cu l tura l  t rad i t ions  a l l  p lay  a  ro le .  Be low are  
some o f  the  more  or  less  pred ic tab le  ado lescent  reac t ions  to  a  su ic ide  and 
sugges ted  responses .  
 
•  Shock and Denia l -  At  f i rs t  there  may be remarkab ly  l i t t le  response.  The rea l i t y  

o f  the  death  has  ye t  to  be  absorbed.  "You are  k idd ing ,  r igh t?"  o r  "Th is  i s  jus t  a  
joke  -  i t  can ' t  be  t rue ."  
Suggested Response -  Acknowledge the  shock ,  an t ic ipa te  the  reac t ion  to  come,  
demonst ra te  a  w i l l ingness  to  ta lk  when s tudents  are  ready .  

 
•  Anger  and Protect ion -  Genera l ly  speak ing ,  "b lack  and wh i te "  th ink ing  se ts  in .  

S tudents  want  someone to  b lame fo r  th is  and may open ly  express /d i rec t  anger  
a t  the  deceased 's  paren ts / teachers /boy /g i r l f r iend.  "Why d id  you le t  th is  
happen?"  o r  " I t  i s  a l l  your  fau l t  tha t  th is  happened! "  
Suggested Response -  L is ten  and the  l i s ten  some more .  Gent ly  exp la in  tha t  i t  i s  
na tura l  to  want  to  f ind  a  reason fo r  th ings  we don ' t  unders tand.  Suggest  tha t  
su ic ide  is  a  very  compl ica ted  human behav io r  and tha t  there  are  a lways  mul t ip le  
reasons. . .and tha t  b laming another  ind iv idua l  may pu t  tha t  person a t  r isk  o f  
su ic ide  a lso .  

 
• Gui l t -  S tudents  c lose  to  the  deceased may b lame themse lves .  " I f  on ly  I  had 

ca l led  h im/her  back  las t  n igh t . "  o r  " I  shou ld  have known. . . I  shou ldn ' t  have 
teased h im. . . "  
Suggested Response -  Remind Students  tha t  on ly  the  person who k i l l s  
h im/herse l f  i s  respons ib le  fo r  hav ing  made tha t  dec is ion .  

 
•  Anger  at  the  Deceased -  Th is  i s  surpr is ing ly  common,  among c lose  f r iends  as  

we l l  as  those who were  no t  c lose  to  the  deceased.  "How cou ld  he /she do  
someth ing  so  s tup id?"   
Suggested Response -  A l low ing  and acknowledg ing  some express ion  o f  anger  
i s  he lp fu l .  Exp la in  tha t  th is  i s  a  normal  s tage o f  g r iev ing .  Acknowledgement  o f  
anger  o f ten  lessens  i ts  in tens i ty .  

 
•  Anxiety -  S tudents  somet imes s ta r t  to  wor ry  about  themse lves  and/or  o ther  

f r iends .  " I f  he /she cou ld  ge t  upset  enough to  k i l l  h im/herse l f ,  then  maybe the  
same th ing  w i l l  happen to  me or  one o f  my  f r iends . . . "  
Suggested Response -  He lp  s tudents  d i f fe ren t ia te  be tween themse lves  and the  
dead person.  Remind them that  he lp  i s  a lways  ava i lab le .  D iscuss  o ther  op t ions  
and resources .  Prac t ice  p rob lem so lv ing .  

 



•  Lonel iness -  Those c loses t  to  the  deceased may f ind  i t  a lmost  imposs ib le  to  
re tu rn  to  a  normal  rou t ine ,  and may even resent  those who appear  to  be  hav ing  
fun .  They may fee l  empty ,  los t ,  to ta l l y  d isconnec ted.  They may become 
obsessed w i th  keep ing  the  memory  o f  the i r  f r iend  a l i ve .  
Suggested Response -  Encourage s tudents  to  he lp  each o ther  move fo rward  in  
pos i t i ve  ways .  Not ice  anyone who seems to  be  iso la t ing  f rom o thers  and reach 
ou t  to  them,  o f fe r ing resources  to  he lp  g r iev ing  process .  
 

•  Hope and Rel ie f -  Once the  rea l i t y  o f  death  has  been accepted,  and the  acute  
pa in  o f  the loss  subs ides ,  s tudents  f ind  tha t  l i fe  resumes a  large  degree o f  
normalcy  and they  come to  unders tand tha t  over  t ime,  they  fee l  much bet te r .  
They  can remember  the i r  f r iend w i thout  ex t reme pa in .  
Suggested Response -  S imp ly  remain  open to  l i s ten ing  to  s tudents '  fee l ings ,  
espec ia l l y  on  ann iversar ies  ( two weeks ,  months ,  years ,  e tc . ) .  Recogn ize the  
impor tance o f  bo th  mourn ing  and remember ing .  

 
 

How to Support Grieving Youth 
 
Avoid: 

• Arguing over trivial matters  
• Giving a lot of advice  
• Making moralistic statements about the person who died  
• Minimizing the loss  
• Discouraging the grieving process  
• Assigning new responsibilities right away  

  
Do- 

• Learn about the grief process  
• Be genuinely truthful  
• Demonstrate love and respect  
• Encourage talking about feelings and talking about the deceased friend  
• LISTEN, not matter what  
• Offer to attend the funeral/service with a youth  
• Allow crying  
• Expect laughter too  
• Follow the lead of the "survivor" with patience and kindness  
• Offer opportunity for remembering  
• Expect that your presence may be important, while talking may be limited  
• Share some experience with listen, but keep the focus on the person you are supporting  
• Help identify other to talk to  
• Understand that memorials can be comforting  
• Believe in healing and growth  


