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Forgiveness after a suicide loss is not a single decision, and it rarely arrives on a
predictable schedule. For many survivors, it eventually becomes part of how they set
down some of what they carry, including guilt directed inward, blame directed outward,
and the complicated feelings toward the person they lost. This handout draws on peer
facilitation experience and clinical research to walk through what forgiveness actually
means in this kind of grief, without asking a reader to be ready for it before they are.

Why Forgiveness Moves Differently After Suicide Loss
• Suicide grief carries a distinct weight of guilt, shame, and the search for why,

described by researcher John R. Jordan in his peer-reviewed framework for suicide
bereavement.

• Forgiveness, when it becomes something worth exploring, is not permission and it is
not forgetting what happened. It is a loosening of what a survivor carries, not an
excusing of it.

• A 2020 study in Frontiers in Psychiatry found that suicide loss survivors with low
self-forgiveness show the highest rates of depression and suicidal thinking of any
bereaved group studied.

Forgiving Yourself for What You Did or Did Not Do
• Hindsight bias causes the mind to reframe ordinary, ambiguous moments as clear

warning signs after the fact, which is why so much guilt centers on things that were
genuinely unclear in real time.

• The Alliance of Hope notes that most survivors come to understand they made
decisions with the information they actually had, not the information hindsight later
supplied.

• There is a meaningful difference between feeling guilty and being responsible, and
self-forgiveness means releasing the belief that you were the deciding factor in a
death driven by pain you could not fully see.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6165520/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6165520/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00341/full
https://allianceofhope.org/emotions-and-challenges/guilt-blame-and-forgiveness/
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Forgiving Others and Forgiving the Person You Lost
• Forgiving others, including clinicians, family members, or friends who fell short, does

not mean deciding their actions were fine. It means deciding how much of your future
they continue to occupy.

• John R. Jordan identifies transforming the relationship with the person who died as
one of seven tasks toward psychological integration after a suicide loss.

• Understanding that the person's thinking was shaped by pain that had become
unbearable, rather than by indifference to those left behind, has helped many
survivors shift their anger into grief.

Does Forgiveness Actually Help
• A 2020 case study in Social Sciences on forgiveness postvention found a cascade

effect: working through forgiveness in one direction tends to make it more accessible
in the others.

• Forgiveness rarely arrives as a single decision. For most survivors it shows up as a
gradual softening, with fewer replays and more room to remember the whole person.

• Peer support through a group like SOS Madison or another local group often opens
this work in ways that reading alone cannot.
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