Navigating Halloween After Suicide Loss: The Mask We Wear

Halloween leans heavily on death imagery, skeletons, gravestones, and mock
violence played for laughs, which can bring on real grief and trauma responses for a
suicide loss survivor. This handout draws on peer experience and current research
to explain why the holiday hits differently after a suicide loss and what actually helps
survivors, and their grieving children, get through the night.

Why Halloween Hits Different

» Halloween's imagery, skeletons, gravestones, and death played for entertainment,
can activate a sudden temporary upsurge of grief, a reaction bereavement
specialist Dr. Therese Rando named a STUG episode.

* This reaction is not oversensitivity. A decorated front yard is exactly the kind of
ordinary place a grief ambush can hide in.

» Most neighbors have no idea what is happening behind a survivor's front door,
and that gap between what the holiday means to them and what it means to a
survivor is where a lot of the pain lives.

The Mask So Many Survivors Wear

 Halloween is the one night everyone else wears a mask on purpose, which can
make the mask a suicide loss survivor wears all year feel heavier by comparison.

» Many suicide loss survivors carry far more self-blame than people grieving other
kinds of loss, roughly three times as much according to Feigelman and Cerel's
2020 research.

* A survivor does not owe anyone a performance of being fine. A short, honest
sentence like "Tonight is hard for me" is a complete answer to a well-meaning
guestion.
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Giving Yourself Permission

» There is no required way to get through Halloween. Delegating the door, leaving
home for the evening, or scaling back decorations are all valid choices.

 Deciding a plan in advance, before October 31st arrives, spares a survivor from
having to think it through while the doorbell is already ringing.

» Spending the evening with people who understand, whether that is a support
group meeting or a trusted friend, is a legitimate way to get through the night.

Helping a Grieving Child Through Trick-or-Treating

 Children notice more than adults expect, and a grieving child may connect
Halloween's imagery to their own loss in ways that catch a caregiver off guard.

* A short, honest sentence, such as acknowledging that some decorations feel
heavy this year, usually helps a child more than a long explanation.

* Letting a child choose which houses or streets to skip, and talking honestly with
extended family about what the household needs this year, both go a long way.

Protecting Your Heart Beforehand

* Planning an alternate route around a hard display, and limiting Halloween-themed
social media, are both legitimate forms of self-care in the days before the holiday.

* It is fine to gently ask a close neighbor to tone down a particularly graphic display
this year. A kind, honest ask costs very little and sometimes changes everything.

» Having a few scripted responses ready ahead of time helps when a well-meaning
comment catches a survivor off guard.
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