
First Steps Right After a Suicide 

The immediate aftermath of the suicide of someone close to you – family, friend or workmate - is a 

challenging, confusing and painful time. This information aims to help get you through the first few days 

with a better understanding of the things you’re likely to face. Remember that neither you nor your loved 

one has committed a crime.  

Must police be involved? 

Because suicide is not a natural death, the authorities are required to investigate. Suicide is not against the 

law but because there are cases where a homicide is made to look like a suicide, authorities need to make 

certain that the suicide has not been staged to cover up foul play. 

At the scene, police may limit your access to the body—even to your home, if that’s where the suicide took 

place—until their initial investigation is complete. They may take some of the deceased’s belongings, 

including any note or messages which they left.  

If police take personal possessions, request an inventory so that you can keep track that all are returned 

once the investigation is complete. Perhaps take a photo of all the items being removed, if helpful for you 

to recognize the items later. 

Investigators may want to question you. Cooperate yet you have every right to ask them to conduct their 

investigation quickly and sensitively. 

Other Common Questions 

1. Can I/must I view or identify the body? If you are the immediate next of kin but not the person who

discovered and identified the body at the scene of the suicide, you will be asked to identify the body

either in person or through photographs. You may choose not to identify the body yourself and ask

someone else to do so.

Even if the body has already been identified, you have the right to view it if you wish, and to request

that the coroner or medical examiner give you time alone with your loved one.

Whether you view your loved one’s body is up to you. Research shows that those who chose to view

the body later feel it was the right decision. While they may carry that last image for some time in their

mind, they report that the viewing helped them come to terms with the death’s reality. But this is a

difficult and obviously stressful decision, so take your time to decide what is best for you.

Before you view the body, it is a good idea to have a friend or relative first view the body (or

photographs of the body) to determine if the sight might be too traumatic for you. The medical

examiner or coroner may discourage a viewing of the body if the suicide method caused significant

damage, making the sight highly upsetting. This is a legitimate concern, but the decision is yours to

make -- whether to view the body and how much of the body to view.

2. Will there be an autopsy?  The medical examiner or coroner may be required to perform an autopsy,

which is a surgical procedure used to determine the cause of death. The next of kin has a right to

request a copy of the autopsy report.



3. What do I tell people? You may be hesitant to tell others about the suicide. In the long run, most

survivors are glad that they chose to be honest about the death. Being honest about the way someone

one died relieves you of holding in the event and gives others the opportunity to support you.

4. What do I tell children? If you’re a parent or guardian of minors, it’s up to you to determine whether to

tell them the truth about what happened. Bear in mind: people talk, so while you may not (yet) wish to

share the nature of the death with children, it’s very possible that they will overhear others discussing

or speculating about the nature of the death. When explaining the suicide to a child or adolescent,

provide truthful information and encourage questions. Reassure children that they are not responsible -

- that nothing they said or did caused anyone to take their life. Be prepared to talk about the suicide

multiple times during the first days and weeks, and later throughout the child’s life. For a child who is

having difficulty adjusting, consider a children’s bereavement support group, perhaps through the

Dougy National Center for Grieving Children and Families. The American Foundation for Suicide

Prevention (AFSP)’s Children, Teens, and Suicide Loss booklet, written with the Dougy Center, offers

valuable information about how young loss survivors understand and grieve a suicide, guidance on age-

appropriate language to  use when speaking about the loss, and how best to support them.

5. How do I handle news media? You are under no obligation to talk to media about the death, but if you

choose to do so, it can help to designate a spokesperson and for that person to have prepared remarks.

To simplify matters, you can choose to give details to one reporter, and refer all other reporters to him.

6. What about planning the funeral? If wondering if a church or funeral home might not be comfortable

handling a suicide death, ask up front, or have a family member or friend ask for you. Talk to any clergy

to gain their understanding of suicide. Consider educating or avoiding those who hold views about

suicide being an unforgiveable sin, as it is not (Jesus died paying for all sins, of which suicide is just one).

Many clergy will be sympathetic and supportive, so there’s no reason to settle for someone who is not.

If you’d like to memorialize the deceased with charitable donations, provide an “in lieu of flowers”

statement in the obituary or at the funeral home that informs people how to do so. Information on how

to memorialize someone by supporting the work of the AFSP is on AFSP’s Memorial Fund page.

7. In the obituary, do I have to say the death was a suicide? Write what feels comfortable to you.

However, by including the cause of death you will avoid repeated questions and rumors about how

your loved one died later, and you will again give people the opportunity to support you in a way that is

appropriate.

8. Don’t go through this alone. Select an available, reliable, sensitive friend to go with you through some

or all of these steps; it need not even be someone who knew the deceased. And remember that God is

with you throughout; pray to Him for strength, wisdom, guidance, and hope.
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