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“Suicide is not only the end of life for the deceased but also the beginning of a highly challenging
life for those left behind”. While most efforts and scientific studies concerning suicide focus
on prevention [1], these touching words of Edwin Shneidman remind us that the societal
toll of suicide reaches well beyond human loss. Recent studies [2—4] noted that each
suicide affects, on average, five family members and up to 135 community members.
Considering that approximately 700,000 people worldwide die by suicide annually [5],
estimates are that 60 million people are added to the suicide-loss survivors’ population
each year. These numbers alone underscore the importance of understanding how we can
help those bereaved by suicide in their psychosocial journey of dealing with their grief.

A large body of data has found that suicide-loss survivors are at greater risk than other
bereaved individuals and the general population for many severe psychological and health
problems. Research has revealed that suicide-loss survivors present higher levels of depres-
sion, and suicidal ideation and behavior [6,7] than other bereaved individuals. Moreover,
those bereaved by suicide can experience adverse grief reactions such as prolonged grief
disorder symptoms [8,9] which can persist even several years following the loss.

Suicide loss has also been associated with other deleterious psychosocial consequences.
The turmoil of guilt, shame, anger, and embarrassment that follow the suicide of a loved
one (e.g., [10]) seems to facilitate social withdrawal and efforts to conceal the cause of the
significant other’s death [11,12]. These behaviors, along with low self-disclosure [13], low
perceived social support [14], and high levels of thwarted belongingness [15], have all been
found to characterize suicide-loss survivors. Together, these features can be viewed as a
call to action to devise ways to help those bereaved by suicide.

We have co-edited a Special Issue which focuses on suicide bereavement and postven-
tion, with the aim to highlight the current knowledge and advances in the research, prac-
tices, and policies regarding suicide bereavement. The Special Issue includes 19 papers
which cover a wide range of topics, including (a) the impact of suicide on individuals and
communities, and adverse grief reactions, (b) the impact of suicide on health professionals,
and (c) coping and support for those bereaved by suicide. The findings of these studies are
an important step forward in our understanding of additional approaches to support those
bereaved by suicide in their healing journey.

1. Impact of Suicide and Adverse Grief Reactions

Macdonald and colleagues [16] conducted a qualitative study with participants who
had lost a male family member by suicide. The participants reported on their perception of
the suicide and their struggles with meaning making and finding closure. Mathieu and
colleagues [17] compared bereavement after different modes of death six months after the
loss and did not find a difference in coping styles. However, having a previous mental
health diagnosis was associated with increased avoidant and problem-focused coping, and
stigma and shame were associated with increased avoidant coping. Women were more
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likely to report using adaptive coping than men. Goodall and colleagues [18] conducted a
systematic review on continuing bonds in suicide bereavement and found that continuing
bonds can be experienced in various ways and that most people bereaved by suicide
tended to perceive it primarily as a positive experience that may help with coping and
meaning making.

Little is known about suicide bereavement in later life, and to address this gap Hafford-
Letchfield and colleagues [19] explored how suicide loss can intersect with ageing and what
supports are needed for this population. Interestingly, several participants had guided their
social network to receive the necessary support. In another important study, Tiech Fire and
colleagues [20] focused on school staff, with the aim of understanding the impact of student
suicides on post-trauma and grief symptoms among teachers, counsellors, and school
principals. The authors found that homeroom teachers suffered more from complicated
grief and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) compared to psychologists and counsellors
and, as such, should receive more preparatory training. Additionally, in the context of
schools, Khalid and colleagues [21] found encouraging results from a training program
that increased preparedness and skills in school staff to respond to student suicides. Rivant
and colleagues [22] focused on suicide bereavement among ethnic minority groups. They
found that this population suffers from a lack of support and high prevalence of stigma in
the aftermath of suicide loss. These preliminary results broaden our understanding of a
minority population which requires special attention, more visibility, and better access to
support services.

Andriessen and colleagues [23] examined the experiences of adolescents who par-
ticipate in qualitative research interviews about suicide-related experiences, as there is
a perception of risk regarding asking young people about these topics. Importantly, the
findings indicated that bereaved adolescents, as well as parents and clinicians, could safely
participate in research interviews regarding their experiences of grief after suicide, and
they highly valued this opportunity to share their experiences. These findings can be used
to build future study designs to help us to better understand the processes of grief after
suicide among adolescents.

Several studies in our Special Issue examined deleterious and long-term effects of
suicide bereavement. In a latent class analysis, Grafiadeli and colleagues [24] found that
about half of the examined population showed elevated prolonged grief disorder symptoms,
and one-third of the sample also showed PTSD symptoms. In a six-year longitudinal study,
Levi-Belz and Brinbaum [15] highlighted that suicide bereavement facilitated higher levels
of depression and suicide ideation. Other studies also emphasized the moderators of these
negative outcomes. Levi-Belz and Brinbaum [15] found that the sense of belongingness
can serve as a buffer against depression, as suicide-loss survivors with higher levels of
belongingness were less vulnerable to depression at later assessments. Levi-Belz and Ben-
Yaish [9] highlighted interpersonal factors, such as social support and self-disclosure, that
serve as moderators of prolonged grief symptoms following suicide bereavement. Pitman
and colleagues [25] examined whether bereavement by various causes had a deterrent
effect on alcohol and drug use in bereaved individuals. They found no group differences
regarding reduced alcohol use, but a significantly greater proportion of people bereaved by
sudden unnatural causes, including suicide, reduced/stopped drug use post-bereavement
compared to people bereaved by sudden natural causes.

2. Impact of Suicide on Mental Health Professionals

Both health and mental health professionals are at risk of losing a client or a colleague
to suicide. The integrated review of 17 articles conducted by Causer and colleagues [26]
emphasized the impact that a suicide by a colleague may have on workers in healthcare
and other settings. They found that the perceptions of grief are complicated by professional
identities and workplace cultures. Tamworth and colleagues [27] revealed that losing
a patient to suicide can be a profoundly traumatic experience for psychiatrists. Peer
support was key in processing their grief. Pisnoli and Van der Hallen [28] focused on
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mental health professionals who had a client die by suicide. These authors examined the
relationships between attitudes toward (client) suicide and the psychological impact of
client suicide as perceived by the therapists. It was found that those who believe that
“suicide can and should be prevented” reported a higher impact in the form of short-term
emotional and long-term professional impacts. Together, these studies indicate a need for
systemic postvention, enhanced peer support, and promotion of self-care among mental
health professionals.

3. Coping and Support for Those Bereaved by Suicide

Agnieté Cepuliené and Skruibis [29] conducted a qualitative interview study and ana-
lyzed the data using reflexive thematic analysis. They found that spirituality can function
as a resource after a loved one’s suicide and can even contribute to post-traumatic growth
after the loss, while spirituality-related issues, such as stigmatization and a lack of person-
ally meaningful traditions, can contribute to higher distress among suicide-loss survivors.
In a scoping review, Higgins and colleagues [30] indicated the potential effectiveness of
peer-led suicide bereavement support, but also highlighted a need for rigorous design and
evaluation of peer-led interventions in this field. Hybholt and colleagues [31] explored the
experiences of members of peer-led support groups in Denmark and Ireland. Although
some participants found it difficult to participate in a peer support group, most participants
described them as safe and supportive spaces that aided in their grief process. Griffin and
colleagues [32] surveyed participants of peer-led support groups and found a significant
improvement in wellbeing and grief reactions, adjusting for time since bereavement. The
participants reported that the groups provided a sense of belonging and hope. This study
underscored the enduring mental health challenges for those bereaved by suicide and the
need for the ongoing availability of peer-led support in postvention.

In conclusion, the studies included in this Special Issue emphasize the short- and
long-term impact of suicide loss, the needs of those bereaved by suicide, and appropriate
interventions in the aftermath of suicide loss. The included studies showed that suicide
bereavement impact various populations, far beyond the nuclear family of the deceased.
Moreover, these studies highlight the risk of long-term mental health challenges and
adverse grief reactions among those bereaved by suicide. Health professionals, often
involved in suicide prevention, should not be overlooked with regard to support after a
loss by suicide.

4. Public Health Approach to Postvention

As individuals and population groups may experience suicide loss differently, and
their needs for support may evolve over time, various support options must be available.
A recent review of the literature indicates that adjusting the support to the level of the
impact of the bereavement, and focusing the support on the grief rather than on other
outcomes are key characteristics of effective suicide bereavement support [33]. As indicated
by studies on peer-led support in this Special Issue, the involvement of trained peers who
may serve as role models or community members enhancing the social support network,
may contribute to the effectiveness of suicide bereavement support [33].

According to the public health model, universal interventions target those who experi-
ence little impact from a death by suicide. Such interventions may include, for example,
leaflets, fact sheets, or online information about suicide bereavement for wide audiences.
Selective interventions target people with moderate grief reactions and include support
groups, community and educational support, and training for health professionals. Indi-
cated interventions, focusing on people with adverse grief and mental health reactions, may
include specific grief therapy, and psychological and psychiatric support [33]. Adopting a
public health approach to postvention can help to better tailor service delivery to the needs
of the bereaved individuals and to align postvention with suicide prevention programs,
which are also often based on this public health model. The training of service providers,
including peers, volunteers, and health professionals, is paramount. Further evaluation
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and research will strengthen the evidence of effectiveness of the interventions and service
delivery in this important field.
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G W N

Abstract: It is estimated that between 36,000 and 360,000 people are affected by suicide every year in
the UK, and a proportion may develop depression and post-traumatic stress disorder, or engage in
high-risk behaviours. Recent systematic analyses have revealed a clear gap in research on suicide
bereavement in minority ethnic groups. This study aimed to understand the experiences and support
needs of individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds bereaved by suicide and was the first in
the UK to investigate this matter. The study was a secondary analysis of data. Participants were
7158 people residing in the UK who completed an online survey about their experiences of suicide.
Free-text qualitative responses of 227 participants who did not identify as White British were analysed
using thematic analysis. Four themes were identified: maladaptive coping strategies, emotional
processes following suicide, lack of support from agencies, and the importance of mental health
awareness. Ethnic minority groups reported a lack of support despite attempts to engage with
services, noted the prevalence of stigma within ethnic minority groups, and expressed a need to
tackle this. These preliminary results suggest that ethnic minority individuals require visible and
accessible services that can successfully engage with and support them.

Keywords: suicide; bereavement; ethnic minority; support; stigma; postvention

1. Introduction

Every year, around 6000 people die by suicide in the United Kingdom [1] and it is
estimated that between six and 60 individuals are affected by each suicide [2]. However,
more recent evidence suggests that up to 135 individuals could be affected [3] and it is
possible that the number of people bereaved by suicide every year in the UK has been
underestimated. Data from the past few years also indicate that suicide rates are increasing
in the UK [1].

People bereaved by suicide experience physical and mental health issues, including a
higher risk of attempting suicide and dying by suicide, developing depression and post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and engaging in high-risk behaviours (such as substance
abuse) [4,5]. In the UK, around 10% of individuals bereaved by suicide will attempt to
take their own lives, whilst 8% will withdraw from education or resign from their job [6].
Compared to people bereaved by other sudden modes of death, higher levels of stigma,
shame, and guilt are also reported in this group [7]. As a result, suicide bereavement is
considered to be a highly stigmatizing type of bereavement, limiting the help-seeking
behaviour of those bereaved [7,8].
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Support in the UK for those bereaved by suicide, known as postvention, is limited and
inconsistent [9], despite the breadth of research showing that postvention is highly valued
by people bereaved by suicide and can assist in the grieving process [4,10]. Therefore, the
National Institute of Care Excellence (NICE) recommended that support be made more
available across the UK and that the bereaved should be fully involved in the development
of postvention programs [9]. This was further acknowledged by the latest NHS Long-
Term Plan which highlighted the importance of putting into place consistent support for
those bereaved by suicide in the UK [11]. As part of this plan, the Department of Health
and Social Care announced that funding would be provided across England to develop
services offering individual or group support sessions or referrals to appropriate mental
health services for the bereaved [12]. Similar strategies exist in the devolved nations of the
UK [13-15].

Whilst postvention needs are individual, certain specific groups (e.g., children or
ethnic minority groups) may have particular needs [16,17]. Understanding how and why
these may differ would be beneficial to the development of postvention, for example by
considering how the support needs of these individuals may be influenced by cultural
beliefs (e.g., religion and spirituality [18]). Yet, there has been very little research on these
groups [19]. Whilst there seems to be no significant differences between ethnic groups in
terms of grieving processes [20], bereaved Black Caribbean individuals in the UK reported
poorer health outcomes compared to their White counterparts, following the loss of a
relative or friend to a progressive disease [21]. This outcome was associated with housing
and legal issues following the loss of a loved one and suggested that individuals belonging
to a minority ethnic group may have different support needs [20,21].

Additional barriers to help-seeking that are not found among White British individuals
also need to be acknowledged when considering postvention interventions. Shefer et al. [22]
argued that minority ethnic groups face two types of stigma when seeking help for mental
health support: perceived or external stigma (i.e., perceived inequalities and discrimination
within medical institutions), which can lead to feelings of mistrust towards professionals,
as well as internal stigma regarding perceptions of mental health and associated feelings of
shame and guilt within their community. In the UK, people from ethnic minority groups
have reported that their cultural identity can be an obstacle to identifying psychological
distress and seeking help for the latter [23]. As a result, general mental health provision
in the UK has taken some steps towards tackling inequalities in mental health among
ethnic minority groups, notably by increasing representation and diversity in mental health
professionals [24]. Finally, there is evidence that ethnic minority groups are heterogeneous
and differ from one another in terms of help-seeking [25] and this needs to be considered
by postvention interventions.

Research has highlighted that individuals bereaved by suicide are a high-risk, vulner-
able group, specifically regarding suicide ideation, but it is largely unknown how ethnic
minority groups experience suicide bereavement. As a result, it is also unknown how
these groups can be supported to reduce the impact of suicide bereavement on physical
and mental health outcomes. This study aimed to address these gaps in knowledge by
exploring the experiences of individuals bereaved by suicide in people from a minority
ethnic background. Ultimately, furthering our knowledge has the potential to inform
research and practice in the suicide bereavement field with regards to ethnic minorities in
the UK, notably to support the development of specialized postvention services if required.

2. Materials and Methods

The current study presents a secondary analysis of qualitative survey data. This
analysis was undertaken as part of the first author’s Master of Science degree.

2.1. Materials

The survey designed for the primary study included 71 questions, of which 41 were
checkbox questions, 26 were free-text questions, and 4 were both checkbox and free-text
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questions. The questions revolved around three main topics: suicide bereavement in
general and in the workplace, the impact of suicide on the bereaved, and access to support
following suicide bereavement. For the current study, seven free-text questions (see Table 1)
were selected for analysis by the lead researcher (first author) and reviewed by the wider
research team. This selection was guided by previous literature on the impact of suicide
bereavement and research on grief outcomes and help-seeking among ethnic minority
groups. Questions which could potentially inform future practice and the development of
postvention with these groups were also retained. The questions, the range of response
length (i.e., shortest answer to longest answer), the mean response length in words, and
the response frequency (i.e., how many participants responded) for each question can be
found in Table 1.

Table 1. Free-text questions and response characteristics.

. Range of Response Mean Response Response
Question Length (in Words) Length (in Words) Frequency N (%)
36. After the person had died by suicide did you feel this led to you 2-25 6 35 (15%)

engaging in high risk behavior? (Examples of high risk behaviors might
include fighting, driving dangerously, unprotected sexual activities,
excessive spending, or adopting behaviors that were similar to how the
person died.) If yes, please tell us about the high risk behavior in the space
provided below.

37. If you have any other comments on how the death of this person 2-642 52 103 (45%)
affected you, please tell us in the space provided below.

1-92 18 53 (23%)
52. Are there any other organizations that you feel could have offered you
help? If so, please tell us in the space provided below.
53. From your experience, how and when would you like to be approached 1-122 14 73 (32%)
when being offered support by organizations?
58. Please tell us about your experience of using support services in the 1-145 33 68 (30%)
space provided below.
60. Please provide further information on why you did not access support 1-114 o8 37 (16%)
services.
64. Please tell us anything else you think might help to improve support for 1-353 1 55 (24%)

people bereaved or affected by suicide.

2.2. Participants

The primary study recruited 7158 participants using convenience and snowball sam-
pling. Participants were eligible to take part if they were aged 18 or older, lived in the UK,
and perceived themselves as affected and /or bereaved by suicide. For the secondary analy-
sis, the sample included all participants identifying as non-White British. The current study
included 227 participants (3.2% of the primary sample): 174 females (77%), 48 males (21%),
and 1 non-binary individual. The mean age of participants was 38.79 years old (SD = 12.44)
and ranged from 18 to 72 years old. In terms of ethnicity, 106 (46.7%) participants identified
as multiple/Mixed race, 73 (32.2%) as Asian, 32 (14.1%) as Black Caribbean or African, and
16 (7%) as belonging to any other ethnic background (including Arab and Middle Eastern).
Further information on the ethnic background of participants can be found in Table 2. For
nearly a fifth (18.5%) of the sample, suicide had occurred between two and five years ago,
and for around a sixth (15%), it had occurred between ten and twenty years ago. The rest
of the sample had been bereaved for less than six months (8.8%), between six months and a
year (7.5%), between one year and two years (8.4%), between five and ten years (10.1%),
and over 20 years (6.6%). One participant in six had lost a friend (17.6%), one in seven a
sibling (14.1%), and one in ten (9.3%) a relative other than a parent, child, or sibling (e.g.,
aunt/uncle, grandparent, cousin). The rest of the sample had lost a parent (6.6%), a spouse
or partner (5.3%), or a child (4.4%).
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Table 2. Ethnic background of participants.

Ethnic Group N Frequency
Mixed /Multiple ethnic groups 106 46.7%
White and Black Caribbean 36 15.9%
White and Black African 8 3.5%
White and Asian 39 17.2%
Other Mixed /Multiple ethnic background 23 10.1%
Asian/ Asian British 73 32.2%
Indian 48 21.1%
Pakistani 9 4%
Bangladeshi 2 0.9%
Chinese 4 1.8%
Other Asian background 10 4.4%
Black/ African/Caribbean/Black British 32 14.1%
African 9 4%
Caribbean 19 8.4%
Other Black/African/Caribbean background 4 1.8%
Other ethnic group 16 7%
Arab 2 0.9%
Any other ethnic background 14 6.2%

2.3. Procedure

The primary study advertised the survey on the Centre for Mental Health and Safety,
University of Manchester, UK website and the Support After Suicide Partnership website
between July 2017 and August 2018, as well as newspapers, social media, on radio and
TV, conferences and by word of mouth. Participants could complete the survey online
or using a paper version. The survey was preceded by the participant information sheet.
The latter informed participants that completing the survey would be taken as informed
consent, and that they could withdraw at any time without penalty. However, due to
the anonymity of the responses, participants were informed that, once the survey was
completed, it would not be possible to identify and withdraw their responses from the
collected data. Information signposting individuals to support organizations was provided
at the end of the survey which was designed to provide participants with support and
to minimise any potential distress as much as possible. The survey was expected to take
30 min to complete.

2.4. Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to identify themes and patterns in the data. This analysis
technique was chosen over other qualitative approaches as the focus of this study was on
the experiences associated with suicide bereavement, rather than how participants made
sense of or narrated these experiences [26]. As this was an exploratory study, the data were
analyzed using an inductive approach where the experiences of the participants led to
patterns and potential theory [26].

The thematic analysis was conducted using NVivo (Version 12; QSR International,
2020) and was guided by the steps described by Braun and Clarke [26]. The coding of the
data was undertaken by the first author. Once all data were analyzed, codes were reviewed
and similar concepts merged whilst broader ones were split into more specific codes. A
codebook was created to document this process and was shared with the research team.
Codes were then organized into prevalent patterns found in the sample and to answer the
research question with as accurate an interpretation of the data as possible.

10
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3. Results

Four themes were identified: maladaptive coping strategies, emotional processes
following suicide, lack of support from agencies, and the importance of mental health
awareness. Each theme will be discussed using illustrative quotes.

3.1. Maladaptive Coping Strategies

Participants reported engaging in maladaptive coping strategies as a consequence of
suicide bereavement. This was first reflected in a number of participants recalling they had
engaged in harmful behaviors, such as self-harm, suicide ideation, or suicide attempts, to
try and cope with their loss. One participant reported that “in the years after her death,
I have had thoughts of self-harm and thoughts of suicide although I do not think I ever
would have done either of these things, the thoughts were very distressing” (participant
190). Another participant reported experiences of suicide ideation: “I have had fleeting
thoughts of not wanting to go on myself” (participant 184). Experiencing harmful behaviors
as a consequence of suicide bereavement was one of the most reported experiences in the
sample.

Another maladaptive coping strategy adopted by suicide loss survivors was increased
alcohol use. One participant explained engaging in “excessive drinking and drugs” (partic-
ipant 134) and another reported that their loss had “increased my alcoholism” (participant
225). Whilst this was not as prevalent as experiences of suicide ideation or self-harm, it
was one of the most reported high-risk behaviors.

These high-risk behaviors seemed at times to be related to the initial emotional re-
actions of participants to the death. Indeed, a majority reported anger as a significant
experience associated with suicide bereavement. One participant reported feeling “awful
angry at the situation” (participant 65) whilst another explained that they “felt very angry
that he had done it” (participant 144). Experiences of anger in the sample seemed to be
particularly intense and at times overwhelming. In some cases, this intense anger resulted
in other maladaptive coping behaviors: one participant reported that their “upset and
anger about the suicide as well as other problems led to dangerous driving” (participant
226). Overall, these maladaptive coping strategies seemed to be an initial response to the
experienced loss, similar to acute grief.

3.2. Emotional Processes following Suicide

Participants reported experiencing guilt associated with their own behavior towards
the deceased before the suicide, feeling that they could have done more to help or could
have been more present for the deceased:

I have a sense of quilt and shame—that is not overpowering but always lingers. I wonder
what I could have done to help. 1 feel like I could have reached out in better ways. I knew
that he was going through a tough time—and I feel like I didn’t do enough to help when I
knew (participant 163).

Several participants also reported feeling guilt regarding their inability to notice the
distress the deceased had been experiencing before their death, and as a consequence felt
that they had failed them: “Overriding guilt of not having known more deeply about how
he was feeling or done more to help” (participant 106). As such, guilt was one of the main
feelings reported by participants.

In addition, a significant number of participants reported feelings of abandonment.
They felt as if they had been left behind by the deceased and were having difficulties
making sense of the world without them. One participant explained that “there was no
one left for me or to be proud of me because he was the only person who really parented
[sic] me, so I felt hopeless in living because there was no one to make proud or happy”
(participant 197). Such feelings were especially heightened in participants who reported
experiencing suicide ideation before the death: “It affected me because having had my
own suicidal thoughts it felt like the option had now been removed” (participant 64). This
participant reported experiencing feelings of anger and resentment, as their own issues
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were minimized and not being attended to following the suicide. On the other hand,
another participant reported that: “I think it has made me feel a bit more likely to act on
suicidal feelings as I think of him having done it and not feeling in pain when I am in a lot
of emotional pain” (participant 137). This participant reported having experienced severe
mental health issues in the past, and their experience of losing someone to suicide seemed
to have enabled them to draw parallels between their own mental health difficulties and
that of their loved one. Ultimately, this resulted in them feeling increasingly vulnerable
to suicide. Feelings of abandonment were reported by many participants but manifested
themselves in different ways from one participant to another.

These feelings of guilt and abandonment seemed to influence the participants” under-
standing of the suicide and how they made sense of it, known as ‘meaning-making’ in the
literature [27]. For most participants, this was manifested by a need to replay potential
scenarios. Indeed, participants reported attempts to construct a narrative to try and under-
stand the suicide due to their feelings of guilt: “often [I] would try and replay scenarios
and put myself in his shoes but found it really hard to understand how this could happen”
(participant 12). Another participant who also experienced this phenomenon described
it as a distressing experience: “Nothing prepares you to lose someone that way. You go
insane thinking of all the times that you could have helped or done more and it consumes
you” (participant 98). Arguably, the need to replay scenarios could be explained by the
shock and disbelief usually associated with suicide deaths. Participants may have felt they
needed to try and make sense of the decision-making of the deceased. This can also be
seen as an attempt to make sense of their own perceived responsibility for the death, and
to resolve issues of guilt.

The distress associated with these emotional processes suggested an obvious need for
support; yet, support following suicide bereavement was found to be lacking.

3.3. Lack of Support from Agencies

The majority of participants reported a clear lack of support which was manifested
through different scenarios. First, most participants reported a lack of awareness regarding
support provision. They explained that they did not receive any support information from
agencies and, as a result, had to seek support on their own. One participant reported that
“if there were any support services around suicide, they were invisible to me (or very low
profile)” (participant 194), suggesting that the taboo around suicide impacted the visibility
and accessibility of support. This was supported by another participant who reported that
“there was not much indication of what help/support was available” (participant 178).
These accounts suggest that participants were proactive in attempting to access support;
however, the inability to find appropriate support may have led them to experience a sense
of helplessness and hopelessness, which, in turn, may have put them at an increased risk
of suicide themselves.

On the other hand, although some participants reported having received some form of
support information, their attempts to access support were unsuccessful. One participant
reported trying to access support by calling a number of different agencies:

There was no help for me. Charities [sic] couldn’t deal with bereavement. Other charity
[sic] who are supposed to deal with bereavement just gave me phone numbers and I was
constantly calling different number [sic] and it was getting me nowhere (participant 130).

Another participant described a similar experience: “asked for help but was ignored,
by many organizations, people push you from pillar to post” (participant 208). Participants
reported limited empathy and compassion from agencies throughout the process of seeking
help, and subsequently described having very little faith in them. This, once again, may
have led to feelings of hopelessness and helplessness. Overall, the experiences reported
by the participants suggested that there was no structured and coordinated approach to
support provision between agencies.

Few participants accessed support and had negative experiences with professionals.
Indeed, a number of these participants reported that professionals providing support for
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suicide bereavement had behaved in an inconsiderate manner. When asked about their
experience of receiving support, one participant described it as very negative: “Dreadful—
the visitor just kept saying ‘no wonder he killed himself, he had so many problems””
(participant 90). Another participant who reached out to their GP and asked to be put on
medication to cope with their loss reported that “one doctor actually said to me, “Well, pills
won't bring your brother back will they’” (participant 203). Overall, participants explained
that such experiences served to invalidate their difficulties and made them even less likely
to access support.

The police were cited numerous times by participants as an agency which provided
insufficient support. Participants believed that, as police officers are usually among the first
responders when a suicide occurs, they should provide more support for people bereaved
by suicide: “I believe the police are the first people who have contact with you when
you experience suicide and they don’t give you any information where to seek support”
(participant 176). Similar to other agencies, there did not seem to be a straightforward
procedure following a suicide death. One participant explained that “apparently I should
have had more support from the police and should have an assigned officer but [I] had
nothing. I did receive a call from the police who said they were sending me a booklet
which never arrived” (participant 214). This may have reinforced feelings of abandonment
and isolation in participants, especially since the police are usually regarded as an agency
that can provide help in times of crisis.

Overall, the lack of coordinated support made help-seeking after suicide bereavement
difficult at a time when participants already felt severely distressed and, as a result, often
felt unable to seek help.

3.4. Importance of Mental Health Awareness

A large proportion of the sample mentioned the need for mental health awareness
when asked what could be improved regarding suicide bereavement support. This sugges-
tion was the most common in the sample when participants were asked about potential
areas of improvement for suicide bereavement support. This seemed to reflect the partici-
pants’ belief that there was a need for prevention before postvention. In the sample, the
importance of mental health awareness was reported to serve two main purposes.

First, participants believed that increased mental health awareness could help people
experiencing suicide ideation. One participant explained there is a need for “more openly
available information on the importance of mental health and that there are people who
have suffered the same and come through to the other side” (participant 12). There was also
a belief that such awareness could also help bereaved individuals, who themselves may be
at an increased risk of suicide ideation/attempt following suicide bereavement. This was
reported by another participant: “there was (still is) some taboo around discussing suicide,
so some education to prepare people for if/when it happens around them; an awareness
issue” (participant 194). Overall, participants suggested that increased mental health
awareness could help both people with mental health issues and bereaved individuals.

Second, participants suggested that mental health awareness could reduce the stigma
experienced by individuals bereaved by suicide. Indeed, a number of participants reported
experiencing stigma following suicide bereavement and they believed that talking more
openly about mental health issues could help. One participant suggested: “have people
talk and share, there is so much stigma around this from the place I come from” (participant
151, of Indian ethnicity). This was highlighted by another participant: “have to remove the
stigma around the word suicide” (participant 156). More importantly, a few participants
mentioned that this was even more needed among certain ethnic minority groups. Indeed,
participants explained that suicide is rarely discussed in some communities and that this
can reinforce stigma: “There seems to be a lack of support groups within minority ethnic
groups and a lack of faith led support groups as suicide is often not talked about and the
individual can feel isolated” (participant 79, of Pakistani ethnicity). This was also reported
by another participant from an Asian background: “I think there should be support offered
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within the British Asian Community who still see it as something to hide and shameful”
(participant 86, of Indian ethnicity). Participants suggested that stigma is an even more
prevalent issue among people from a minority ethnic background; therefore, the need for
awareness was considered more critical in this group. The words “hide”, “shameful”, and
“not talked about” particularly suggested the taboo around suicide for minority ethnic
groups. Several participants reported being told to get on with their lives and to not dwell
on the suicide death for too long. Consequently, participants felt rejected by and isolated
from their own community, which may have further impacted their ability to seek help.

4. Discussion
4.1. Findings

This study aimed to explore and understand the experiences of individuals bereaved
by suicide in ethnic minority groups, specifically in relation to support needs and access to
support. Four themes were identified. Participants reported a range of maladaptive coping
strategies including harmful behaviors, increased alcohol use, and anger issues as a result
of suicide bereavement. Participants also reported that their understanding of the suicide
had been largely influenced by emotional processes following the latter which, for most
participants, was guided by feelings of guilt and abandonment, leading to further distress.
A lack of support was identified. Overall, participants reported that they had sought help
but had received very limited support or none at all. This suggested that participants were
proactive in seeking support and willing to engage with services. The need for increased
mental health awareness within ethnic minority communities was also expressed, notably
to tackle the stigma experienced by people bereaved by suicide, which was perceived as
more significant in some communities. This finding suggested that these groups may need
culture-specific support, including mental health support, to prevent issues of stigma and
isolation.

The maladaptive behaviors evidenced here have been reported previously in studies
looking at individuals bereaved by suicide in general. McDonnell et al. [4] reported an
increased risk of engaging in suicidal behaviors, such as self-harm, and high-risk behaviors
including substance abuse, unsafe driving, or sexual promiscuity. Guilt and stigma have
also been found to be significant experiences of suicide bereavement, whereby individuals
blame themselves for death and experience social rejection from others [8]. Previous
studies in the UK have revealed that accessing support is difficult and often not immediate,
and that many bereaved individuals are not offered any formal or informal support [28].
Wainwright et al. [10] have also reported that people bereaved by suicide often feel helpless
and hopeless when trying to access professional help. In our sample, participants felt
that professionals were not well-equipped to support them. General practitioners in
the UK have previously reported that they did not feel they had adequate training to
support individuals bereaved by suicide [29]. This evident need for specialized support for
individuals bereaved by suicide demonstrated by existing literature was also apparent in
this sample.

The experiences reported in this study seem to be in line with the literature on indi-
viduals bereaved by suicide, especially with regards to coping behaviors, poor access to
support, and associated feelings of helplessness [4,10]. Whilst there may be some variation
within different ethnic minority communities, the findings suggest that, overall, these
groups report very similar experiences and support needs to the ethnic majority. Ethnic
specific factors only emerged in the last theme when participants expressed potentially
higher levels of shame and stigma. Shefer et al. [22] argued that ethnic minority groups
experience more stigma and shame within their community than the ethnic majority regard-
ing mental health issues, which in turn affects help-seeking behavior for such issues [23].
A previous study by Barnes [16] in the US revealed that African American individuals
bereaved by suicide often had no support system due to the stigma associated with suicide.
Participants reported that, in order to avoid stigma, they would not discuss the suicide
further [16]. However, the data collected as part of the current study could not indicate
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whether lack of support was linked to the ethnic background of participants or was simply
a reflection of the overall lack of support offered to individuals bereaved by suicide. Indeed,
the current analysis did not directly compare the sample used in this study to a White
British sample.

4.2. Limitations

This is the first study in the UK looking at the experiences and needs of minority ethnic
groups in relation to suicide bereavement. This specific focus constitutes the main strength
of the study. However, some of its limitations should be addressed. This study discussed
the experiences of ethnic minority communities as a homogeneous group and doing so
may have led to a failure to identify differences between specific groups (e.g., between
Asian and Black communities). It could be that certain experiences (e.g., heightened stigma)
were specific to one group, which the design of this study could not identify. In addition,
there were no specific questions on the views and needs of minority groups which may
have elicited further material on differences between groups. No data on immigration was
collected as part of this study, although previous research has evidenced that immigrant
populations may present different help-seeking patterns from the majority population for
mental health issues [30]. Our data also did not allow us to draw conclusions regarding
the presence of external stigma as defined by Shefer et al. [22]. Future research could thus
benefit from investigating how immigration and external stigma may impact the needs of
individuals bereaved by suicide in ethnic minority groups. Finally, it is important to note
that snowball sampling may have limited the representativeness of the sample and that
21.6% of the sample had been bereaved for over ten years. Thus, their experiences may not
reflect current support provision in the UK.

4.3. Future Research and Practical Implications

This study begins to explore potential differences in experiences of suicide bereave-
ment and support needs between the ethnic majority and ethnic minority groups but it
was, nonetheless, unclear if aspects of suicide bereavement were more specific to or more
prevalent in ethnic minority groups, as well as differences between these groups. The
experiences of these communities would benefit from further research to ensure that our
understanding of their experiences and needs is comprehensive and accurate.

The findings suggest that ethnic minority groups require services that are accessible
and visible, and that can address their specific needs, especially to tackle stigma. Some
participants felt that professionals failed to engage with them and, therefore, that there may
be a need to develop support and services that are culture-specific. It is important to note
that participants did report engaging with services when given the opportunity. This is a
significant finding in relation to the development of postvention services. In October 2019,
the Department of Health and Social Care revealed that, as part of the NHS Long-Term
Plan, the government would provide GBP 1 million to ten areas across England to develop
suicide bereavement support [12]. Such support will be made available to relatives and
friends of the deceased shortly after the death. It could include individual sessions with
trained counsellors or volunteers, support groups, or referrals to appropriate mental health
services. The support offer will differ between areas to link with already available services,
such as local charities, the police, coroners, and healthcare professionals. Further research
will need to clarify whether support for the ethnic majority in the UK is appropriate for
people from a minority ethnic background. However, the preliminary findings of this study
suggest that offering immediate accessible support, as described in the NHS Long-Term
Plan, to the bereaved could be a first solid step towards better support provision for ethnic
minority groups. It is hoped that similar policies will be adopted in Wales, Scotland, and
Northern Ireland.

The Support After Suicide Partnership and their recently published Core Standards for
Developing and Running a Suicide Bereavement Support Service [31] may also further support
the development of postvention services for ethnic minority groups in the UK. One of these
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Core Standards, “Awareness and Access”, aims to ensure that services are accessible to
all, and address equality and diversity issues within suicide bereavement support [31].
This study provides an insight into the needs of ethnic minority groups and, along with
future research, could provide a basis for the development of evidence-based support for
individuals from an ethnic minority background.

5. Conclusions

This is the first study in the UK to engage with ethnic minority groups and provide a
preliminary understanding of their experiences and needs in relation to suicide bereave-
ment. The data suggested that experiences reported by these communities were similar
to those described in previous research on predominantly White samples. Participants
reported a clear lack of support despite attempts to seek help and engage with services,
and expressed the need for a coordinated and structured approach to suicide bereavement
support. These initial findings suggest that providing support that is accessible and visible,
tackles stigma, and enables professionals to successfully engage with these groups could
make a significant difference to the experiences of people bereaved by suicide.
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Abstract: There are concerns that involving adolescents bereaved by suicide and other traumatic
death in research may cause distress and harm. However, no study has investigated such bereaved
adolescents’ research experiences. In addition, no study has looked at the experiences of parents and
clinicians as participants in adolescent suicide and traumatic death bereavement research. This study
aimed to explore the short-term impact of research participation experienced by adolescents, parents,
and clinicians. A total of 61 participants (adolescents, n = 17; parents, n = 12; clinicians, n = 32) filled
out a short survey within two weeks of having taken part in a qualitative interview study. Data
were analyzed descriptively. Most participants had experienced no distress while participating and
no negative effects of participating; rather, participation was experienced as helpful for them and
they would highly recommend participating in a study like this to others. A few adolescents and
parents reported some distress, related to anxiety about participation and the unpleasantness of
grief memories. The study clearly indicates that bereaved adolescents, parents and clinicians can
safely participate in research interviews regarding their experiences of grief and help after suicide,
generally valuing the opportunity to share their experience. To prevent and mitigate potential
distress, training of research staff and implementation of appropriate participant distress protocols
are imperative. Future studies could include longitudinal follow-up of participants to assess any
longer-term consequences.

Keywords: grief; bereavement; suicide; traumatic death; research participation; ethics; research ethics

1. Introduction
1.1. Rationale

Adolescents who are bereaved by the death of someone close to them, such as a family
member or a friend, often experience short-term and long-term impacts regarding their
grief, mental health and social functioning [1-5]. Experiencing a death is often an unfamiliar,
disruptive and stressful event in their lives, leading to acute grief reactions such as crying,
and feelings of numbness, sadness and longing for the deceased person [2-5]. Compared to
other types of bereavement, adolescents bereaved by suicide and other traumatic death can
experience more pronounced feelings of shock, guilt, anger, and abandonment [3,4,6]. They
can struggle more with “why” questions, finding meaning in the loss, and experience less
social support [1-3,6]. In addition, they have an increased risk of mental health problems,
such as depression, anxiety, posttraumatic stress disorder, and long-term increased risk of
suicidal behavior compared to other bereaved and non-bereaved adolescents [7-9].

While negative grief reactions are more prominent, there is also emerging evidence of
personal or posttraumatic growth in this population [10,11]. The growth is understood as a
positive psychological transformation that occurs as the result of a struggle with a traumatic
and highly distressing event [12]. Traumatically bereaved adolescents can experience
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personal or posttraumatic growth in various domains, including increased appreciation of
life and relationships, increased maturity and self-care, and finding new opportunities, for
example, regarding school or professional career paths [3,11,12]. Nonetheless, bereavement
by suicide and other traumatic death among adolescents can disconnect them from their
friends and rupture the family equilibrium [13-15], which in turn may affect their parents’
and guardians’ capacity to support them and/or refer them to professional help [16].

Given the potential ramifications of bereavement by suicide and other traumatic death
in adolescents, conducting research with this population poses important ethical challenges.
The Australian National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007) (Updated
2018) [17] places value on principles of research merit and integrity, justice, beneficence, and
respect. Researchers are required to minimize and manage potential risks to participants,
and risks are only justified when they are outweighed by potential benefits for participants
or the community. The National Statement [17] stipulates that research with bereaved
minors/adolescents requires specific attention to participants’ capacity to understand the
research and consent.

Important concerns regarding participant safety and the potential negative impact
of research participation have been voiced in various research fields involving vulnerable
populations, including suicide [18-21], trauma and violence [22,23], palliative care [24],
psychiatry [25,26], and bereavement [27,28]. In studies with adults bereaved by suicide,
research ethics committees have expressed concerns about potential harm to research
participants, particularly that talking about grief experiences may traumatize them and
increase their suicide risk [29-31]. Further, there are concerns about whether research
participants who are negatively impacted will receive enough support [31].

Nonetheless, a recent systematic review found that most participants in suicide be-
reavement studies experience research participation positively [32]. Positive experiences
included gaining insight into their grief experience and providing opportunities for helping
others. However, a minority of participants reported unpleasant or negative experiences
when participating in studies, such as being reminded of painful experiences, e.g., [27,33].
Despite the importance of these findings, the reviewed studies had several limitations [32].
Most were psychological autopsy studies (in which participants provide information about
the deceased person rather than about themselves), and only one study included ado-
lescents in the sample [34]. Hence, little is known about the experiences of adolescents
of being involved in research regarding their own grief and help-seeking after a loss by
suicide or other traumatic death. In addition, no study has looked at the experiences of
parents and clinicians as participants in adolescent suicide and traumatic death bereave-
ment research. This study aimed to address this gap by exploring the short-term impact of
research participation experienced by adolescents, parents, and clinicians.

1.2. Background: Original Study
1.2.1. Sampling

The original study, about which participants were then asked about their participation
experience, was a qualitative study that examined how to best help adolescents bereaved
by suicide and other traumatic death. Although details have been published [13,35], we
summarize the original study here to provide context for the current study of participant
experiences.

The original study adhered to the COREQ criteria [36] and involved a purposive
sample of three groups of participants (adolescents, parents and clinicians) recruited in
Australia between October 2019 and March 2020. Adolescents could participate if they
had lost a family member or friend through suicide or other cause when they were aged
between 12 and 18 years, and had experienced the death between six months and 10 years
before participating in the study. Parents could participate if they were the parent of an
eligible adolescent. Adolescents and parents could participate whether or not their parents
or adolescent children participated. Clinicians could participate if they had at least five
years of experience with providing professional help to bereaved adolescents.
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Study participants (N = 72) included a total of 20 adolescents, 18 parents and 34 clini-
cians. The adolescent participants (16 girls, 4 boys) were aged 14 to 26 years (M = 19.50,
SD =2.95). They had lost their father (1 = 9), brother (1 = 3), sister (n = 2), mother (1 = 2),
other family member (n = 2), or friend (n = 2), by suicide (n = 18) or by accident (n = 2), on
average 4 years previously (M = 3.92, SD = 2.49, range 1 to 10 years).

The parents (18 mothers) were aged 43 to 60 years (M = 53.20, SD =4.35). The deceased
person was the child’s father (1 = 10), brother (n = 4) or sister (n = 4), and the person had died
by suicide (n = 13), accident (n = 2), manslaughter (n = 1), illness (7 = 1) and undetermined
(n =1), on average 5 years previously (M =5.31, SD = 2.89, range 1.5 to 10 years).

The clinicians (28 females, 6 males) were aged 26 to 71 years (M = 48.47, SD = 11.35).
About one in four clinicians had five to nine years of experience (n = 8, 23.5%), 12 others
(35.3%) had 10 to 19 years, and 14 (41.2%) had more than 20 years of experience.

1.2.2. Data Collection and Analyses

Participants could choose between taking part in an individual interview by telephone
or an in-person group interview [37-41]. We conducted 28 individual interviews, and
11 group interviews with 44 participants. Individual interviews lasted, on average, 46 min
(range 19-76), and group interviews were an average of 77 min (range 40-102).

The interview guide was adaptable for individual and group interviews. It consisted
of open-ended questions allowing for probes and follow-up questions. The lead questions
addressed different aspects of the help (for example: “In your opinion, what help should
be provided to a bereaved adolescent?”, “How should the help be provided?”, “How long
after the loss?”, “What is the role of professional versus peer support?”, “What are the
characteristics that make help helpful?”). Adopting an inductive approach, we analyzed
the interview data through a codebook-based thematic analysis [42-44].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Survey

We created a short survey with five questions to assess the participants’ experiences
of taking part in the individual or group interviews. Table 1 lists the survey questions.
Participants were asked to answer the first four questions on a 5-point Likert-type scale
(1. Not at all; 5. Absolutely). After each question, participants could write a free text
comment. Question five was an open-ended question asking the participant if anything
important to them was not discussed during the interview. The survey was anonymous,
did not collect sociodemographic data, and could be filled out in less than five minutes.

Table 1. Survey questions.

Questions

1. At the time of participating, did you feel distressed when you participated in the Focus
Group/interview?

Today, do you think that participating helped you in anyway?

Today, do you feel that participating had any negative effects for you?

Would you recommend participating in a study like this to others?

Was there a topic very important to you that you thought we should discuss but did not? If
yes, please describe.

il

2.2. Sampling

Participants who took part in an in-person group interview received a hard copy of the
survey at the end of the interview, and/or by email, as requested. We emailed the survey
to those who had taken part in a telephone interview. We asked all participants to return
the survey within two weeks, and 85% (61 out of 72) did so. This included 85% (17 out
of 20) of the adolescents, 67% (12 out of 18) of the parents, and 94% (32 out of 34) of the
clinicians. This amounted to 96% (1 = 42) of group interview participants and 68% (n = 19)
of individual interview participants.
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Of those who returned the survey, 54% (1 = 33) provided at least one comment in the
free text boxes of the four survey questions and the open-ended question. This included
41% (n =7) of the adolescents, 58% (1 = 7) of the parents, and 59% (n = 19) of the clinicians.
There was no difference between the three groups (x% (2) = 1.589, p = 0.452). Additionally, an
equal proportion of individual (53%, n = 10) and group participants (55%, n = 23) provided
comments (x2 (1) = 0.024, p = 0.877).

2.3. Analyses

We uploaded all data into SPSS version 26 [45]. We analyzed the quantitative data
descriptively and results are presented as frequencies and percentages. Levels 1 and 2 of
the 5-point Likert-type scale are considered as low, level 3 is moderate/medium, and levels
4 and 5 are high. We used the Kruskal-Wallis H test to test if there were differences between
the three groups of parti