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What Not to Say After Suicide Loss: Words That Can Wound

The wrong words after a suicide loss can activate guilt, deepen shame, or leave a survivor
more alone than silence would have. This handout names the phrases survivors consistently
describe as wounding and explains why they land so hard. The companion guide on what to

actually do is Supporting Someone After Suicide Loss: What Actually Helps.

Why Words Land So Differently

* Survivors frequently experience post-traumatic stress symptoms alongside grief. Intrusive
memories, replaying final conversations, and hypervigilance are all common in the early
weeks, per clinical research on suicide bereavement.

* When someone touches guilt, blame, or unanswerable questions, they are not pressing a
bruise. They are pressing an open wound. Words get processed at an intensity the
speaker almost never intends.

Faith Phrases and Choice-Based Language

» "They're in a better place" or "God called them home" ask the survivor to find comfort
before they have had time to grieve. "Committed suicide" carries criminal connotations;
the preferred language is "died by suicide" or "took their life."

» Framing the death as a choice is also inaccurate and deepens the wound. The Suicide
Prevention Resource Center describes suicide as a complex intersection of mental illness,
neurobiology, and a narrowing of perceived options.

Phrases That Erase the Person Who Died

* "You still have another child.” "You're young, you'll find someone else." "At least you had
them for so many years." "You can always have more children.” These phrases treat grief
as a balance sheet, as if the person lost can be offset by someone still present.

* The child who died is not a position a sibling can fill. The partner who died is not a role
someone new will restate. What works instead is simpler: "I know nothing can replace
them."
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Questions to Never Ask a Survivor

« "Did you know they were struggling?" "Why do you think they did it?" "Did they leave a
note?" Every one of these drops directly into the place where a survivor is already doing
the most damage to themselves.

* Survivors are already replaying every missed call and final conversation. Hindsight bias
turns those replays into self-prosecution. If the survivor has not raised the circumstances,
that is a signal not to ask.

What "Nothing" Really Means

* When a survivor answers "nothing" to "what do you need," that is almost never a real no. It
means "l cannot process your question right now." Come back and ask again in two or
three weeks.

* The food trains stop. The world returns to its schedule on a timetable that has nothing to
do with the survivor's grief. That is precisely when real help is most needed.

What Actually Helps

» Say "l don't know what to say, but I'm here." Say the name of the person who died. A
specific offer, "I'm coming Thursday to sit with you," is more useful than "let me know if
you need anything."

» Showing up for the long run matters most. The fuller guide for supporters is Supporting
Someone After Suicide Loss: What Actually Helps.
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