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Research shows that every suicide death touches the lives of up to 135 people. With
nearly 49,000 Americans dying by suicide each year, more than 6.6 million people are
added to the community of suicide loss survivors annually. Nearly half of all American
adults have known someone who died by suicide. This handout covers who belongs to
that community, why grief looks different across each ring of people affected, and what
the research says about getting support.

The Number That Changed Everything
• For decades the estimate was six people left behind for every suicide death. That

figure had no empirical basis. Research by Dr. Julie Cerel and colleagues published
in 2018 found the real number is up to 135 people exposed per death.

• At 135 people per death and nearly 49,000 US suicide deaths per year, more than 6.6
million Americans are added to the community of suicide loss survivors every year.
Globally the figure exceeds 100 million annually.

• A population survey from the same research team found that 46.7 percent of American
adults have known someone who died by suicide. A separate 2016 General Social
Survey put that figure at 51 percent.

The Four Circles of Suicide Loss
• Dr. Cerel developed a Continuum of Suicide Survivorship with four categories: most

deeply bereaved (closest bonds), short-term bereaved, suicide-affected, and
suicide-exposed.

• The innermost ring holds parents, spouses, children, siblings, and closest friends who
typically carry the longest and most intense grief and face the highest risk of serious
mental health complications.

• Emotional closeness matters more than formal relationship status. A coworker, coach,
neighbor, or teammate may carry grief as real and painful as a biological family
member, often with far less support.
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Disenfranchised Grief: When Your Pain Goes Unrecognized
• Disenfranchised grief is grief that others do not formally recognize or make space for.

In suicide loss it is common, especially for those in the outer rings who do not appear
in an obituary.

• Friends, coworkers, teammates, first responders, and counselors all grieve real losses
after a suicide death. No bereavement leave arrives. No casseroles appear at the
door. The grief is real even when the acknowledgment is not.

• If the death left a hole in your life, your grief counts. Finding others who understand,
including in a peer support group, is one of the most powerful steps a survivor in any
ring can take.

Elevated Risk and Protective Factors
• A UK national survey of more than 7,000 people bereaved by suicide found 77 percent

reported a major impact on their lives. Over a third reported suicidal ideation as a
direct result of their bereavement. If you are struggling, please call or text 988.

• Risk is elevated by isolation, stigma, guilt, and unresolved trauma. Protective factors
include peer connection with other survivors, professional counseling from a therapist
experienced in suicide loss, and a sense of meaning going forward.

• Postvention is prevention. When survivors get connected to support, risk goes down
and the likelihood of further loss in the community decreases. Reaching survivors
early is one of the most direct levers we have.
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