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Many bereaved parents describe a very specific weight after a child's suicide loss,
the sense that keeping their child alive was their job, and that they failed at it. This
handout draws on peer facilitation experience and current bereavement research to
separate that feeling from fact, for parents of children of any age.

The Job You Thought You Had
• Parents often carry an unspoken job description of protecting, providing for, and

keeping a child safe, and this particular guilt treats every other part of that job as
though it never happened.

• The Compassionate Friends describes the parental role as one that lasts a
lifetime, which is part of why the death of a child at any age can leave a parent
feeling they failed to protect them, as described on their site for bereaved parents.

• Depression and other mental health struggles are serious medical conditions, not
something a parent could have willed a child out of, according to NAMI.

Where the Feeling Comes From
• Self-blame is often the mind's attempt to find control in a loss that felt completely

uncontrollable, a pattern explored further in the site's piece on moving beyond
guilt.

• Hindsight bias is the mind's habit of assuming that what feels obvious now must
have been obvious at the time, when in fact a parent only had the information
available then.

• Up to 75 percent of people who die by suicide deny any intent the last time they
speak with a professional, and this same concealment happens just as often with
the people closest to them, so a parent's failure to see it coming is not evidence of
failure.

https://www.compassionatefriends.org/death-adult-child/
https://nami.org
https://sunflowersaftersuicide.com/moving-beyond-guilt-a-path-toward-healing-after-suicide-loss/
https://sunflowersaftersuicide.com/moving-beyond-guilt-a-path-toward-healing-after-suicide-loss/


Sunflowers After Suicide |  sunflowersaftersuicide.com

This site does not provide advice of any kind. The contents are for informational purposes only and are not intended to be a
substitute for professional medical or mental health advice, diagnosis, or treatment.
If you are in crisis, CALL or TEXT 988. The 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline is here to help.
© 2025–2026 Jack Klingert / Sunflowers After Suicide. All rights reserved. Content may not be reproduced without permission. Page 2

Losing the Parent You Were
• The death of a child, especially an only child, can disrupt a parent's sense of

identity itself, not just cause grief for the relationship that was lost.

• A 2025 academic review on parental grief and meaning-making describes
bereaved parents as needing to reconstruct their whole sense of self, identifying
identity work as central to healing.

• This holds for parents of adult children too. The parental role does not end when a
child grows up, so losing an adult child is not a smaller version of losing a younger
one.

Why Age Never Changes the Truth
• Suicide is not about a parent's ability to control another person's mind,

independent of that person's age or how involved a parent was in their care or
treatment.

• Suicide crisis syndrome research, covered in the site's piece on suicide crisis
syndrome, describes a state of frantic hopelessness that can override even a
strong support system and a parent doing everything right.

• Suicide is almost never the result of one moment or one missed sign, a concept
the site's glass full of water piece explains in more depth.
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