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In this after-loss booklet, you will find helpful 
information to help you, navigate the devasting 

loss of a loved one to suicide.



Dear Friend, 

Most likely, you have joined our after-loss support group to 
find comfort, compassion and understanding to the difficult 
loss you have faced. The death to suicide is one of the most 
devastating, painful, and guilt-ridden loss you will ever 
experience in your life.  

The important work of i understand continues to evolve and 
grow as the need for support is crucial to understanding 
something so difficult to understand. The change in views 
and narratives surrounding mental/brain health illnesses are 
outdated and stigmatizing. We are working hard to update 
the outdated and painful ways a death by suicide is viewed 
and talked about.  

In this after-loss booklet, you can find helpful changes in 
language, learn more about i understand and the passion 
behind why we do what we do. Simply, we don’t want 
YOU to be alone and we want you to have a community of 
love and support to help you navigate life after loss with 
compassion and understanding. 

I am grateful to partner with other non-profits that support 
our work. Our continuous collaboration with Mosaic 
Counseling allows for the professional therapist, and the 
lived experience. The teen founder of Star Shooters will 
also be joining us to provide feedback from her personal 
experiences with life after loss.  

My hope is that I am proof that life does get better, love 
never dies, and the importance of remembering our loved 
ones for how they lived rather than how they died.  
 
Love heals, 

Vonnie 
Founder, i understand 



Sarah Lewakowski, Mosaic Counseling 
Losing someone to suicide, in itself, is a suicide risk factor 
for teens and young adults.  This support group is a safe 
place to remind teens and young adults that they do not 
have to cope with their loss alone.  Losing someone to 
suicide elicits a complicated grief, that includes guilt and 
sometimes anger.  i understand and Mosaic Counseling 
provide peer support and a professional therapist to help 
attendees know that they are not alone as well as provide 
guidance from a professional.     

  

Mara, Founder of Star Shooters  
I am joining i understand to create a support group for 
teens. The loss of my loved ones has been pretty hard on 
me. I would love to build a community of support, not just 
for me but for you too! 



Join i understand and Mosaic Counseling in this monthly 
loss support group. We offer both the lived experience and 
a professional counselor to provide a unique and balanced 
support group. 

i understand is a non-profit organization that offers 
compassionate comfort, support and understanding to 
those affected by mental/brain health illness and suicide. 
We believe in a future where the stigma associated with 
mental/brain health illness and pain is erased. 
www.iunderstandloveheals.org 

Mosaic Counseling offers hope and healing for all by 
providing accessible and affordable professional counseling 
services. Mosaic is a non-profit agency offering a safe haven 
for those in need of accessible and affordable mental health 
services. We believe counseling should not be a luxury and 
that no one should have to go without it. 
www.mosaiccounseling.com 
 

ABOUT US



1.  suicide is an effect of an illness

2.  mental/brain health illnesses are 
treatable

3.  stigma is the #1 reason why someone 
would not seek treatment for mental/brain health 
illness; education and awareness are vital to saving and 
changing lives

4.  reaching out to those who are suffering 
could save a life; let someone know you are available 
and treat them with respect and compassion

5.  most people who are suicidal do not 
want to die; they want their pain to end

6.  speaking out about suicide may 
empower others to share their stories 

7.  feelings of guilt are part of the grieving 
process on the way to finding peace and acceptance

WHAT WE BELIEVE



DEFINITION PETITION
Every day is a tough day to cope with losing a loved one by 
suicide.

The narratives and views surrounding suicide need to be 
updated. We can erase stigma simply by redefining the 
definition of suicide and having accurate and updated 
conversations.

A few questions need to be answered:

Why is the brain the only organ in our body that is 
stigmatized when fails?

Why do we stigmatize mental/brain health illnesses yet 
mourn suicide?

We don’t choose depression so why is suicide a choice?

i understand believes that one important step to eliminating 
the stigma surrounding suicide and mental/brain health 
illnesses is to change the definition of the word itself.

We seek to update the stigmatizing definition of suicide 
about intentionally taking one’s own life to one that states 
more accurate information about it being a side effect of 
mental/brain health illness or pain.

Suicide is an issue that touches people with mental/
brain illness, as well as those who face other forms of 
severe mental, emotional, and physical pain due to life 
circumstances.

Empathy goes a long way to connect us to each other. Let’s 
support our loved ones by spreading the word. A change 
in the narrative around suicide could change our way of SCAN CODE TO SIGN THE 

DEFINITION  PETITION



thinking, which could in turn change, or perhaps even save, 
a life.

Sign the petition to show that you are willing to support 
those in your life who may be struggling. Demonstrate that 
you hold an understanding of the pain they feel. Sign for 
those who have lost a loved one to this devastating effect 
of illness or pain. Isn’t it time that we have conversations 
surrounding the pain that leads to suicide, rather than the 
act itself?

As a nonprofit organization that promotes awareness of 
suicide and mental/brain illness and provides support 
for those affected, i understand calls on the American 
Foundation of Suicide Prevention and the National Alliance 
on Mental Illness to change or add our updated definition 
of suicide on their website and in their literature. Rather 
than including the outdated, stigmatizing definition of 
intentionally taking one’s own life, we believe wording 
should focus on suicide’s tie to severe pain and mental/
brain illness. The definition should be changed to, “an 
effect of a mental/brain health illness or pain.”

Suicide is most often an “effect” of a mental illness/brain 
illness or pain.

However, you don’t have to have a mental illness/brain 
illness to have suicidal thoughts or behaviors. Anyone can 
feel pain, despair, or hopelessness. 
Difficulties like heartbreak, bullying, 
financial loss, grief, isolation, 
severe physical pain - any difficult 
circumstance can cause pain that can 
lead to suicidal thoughts and actions.

Ultimately, physical, mental, and 
emotional pain is what leads to 
suicide. SCAN CODE TO SIGN THE 

DEFINITION  PETITION



NO PAIN, NO SUICIDES.
Thus, it is time to change the definition so that all these 
circumstances can be discussed openly and honestly, 
providing relief and hope for those struggling. It is 
important to recognize that these illnesses and pain are 
treatable and preventable.

Think about how we answer the question, “How did 
your husband die?” with, “He killed himself,” how do 
you respond? What are the thoughts running through 
your head? That response often leads to the most asked 
question: “How did he do it?”

What if we instead said, “He died of depression.” We could 
then have a much different conversation – one that allows 
us to talk about the illness rather than the act, leading 
us to discuss the signs and symptoms of depression, as 
well as the suffering he was experiencing. We believe it’s 
important to talk about WHY someone died rather than 
HOW someone died by suicide. And those reasons revolve 
around a struggle so deep that the person sees no other 
way to manage it. We need to focus on the mental/brain 
illness or pain leading to death – the causes and symptoms 
– rather than the act itself. This will increase understanding 
and reduce the stigma attached to suicide and, in turn, will 
save lives.

A simple change in language can impact those struggling 
with their pain, their loved ones, and survivors of suicide 
loss.



THE FIVE STAGES OF GRIEF
Our loss brings us through many stages of grief. Some may 
last longer than others, there is no order, and may reoccur.

1.	 Denial – this is common as we move through grief, we 
can’t believe what happened, is too difficult to talk 
about or we can’t believe our loved one “would ever 
do that.”

2.	 Anger – circumstances surrounding the death may 
bring up many feelings of anger. How could they leave 
us this way?

3.	 Bargaining – we begin to make bargains with 
ourselves to feel better.

4.	 Depression – the most common, long-lasting stage
5.	 Acceptance – the most important stage of grief. 

Acceptance is key to moving forward. If we don’t 
accept what has happened to our loved one, it 
can lead us into a potentially dangerous place and 
prolong all the other stages of grief.

HOW TO COPE WITH GRIEF
Coping with grief is a long process, 

here are some ways that can help you, help yourself.

1.	 Find your tribe. Friends and family who understand 
your feelings and support you with love and care are 
crucial to your process.

2.	 Take Care of YOU. Stress can have an adverse effect 
on you that can cause damage to both your mental 
and physical health.

3.	 Allow yourself to feel emotions. Releasing your 
emotions both negative and positive is crucial to your 
well-being.

4.	 Know you are not alone. There are support 
groups available that can bring you comfort and 
understanding and support you as you process life 
after loss.



LOVE NEVER DIES 
SUPPORT GROUP

A death by suicide is unexpected, devastating, and 
traumatic that can cause a long-lasting effect on those who 
have experienced this type of loss. Those left behind after 
a suicide loss often have deeper shock and trauma than 
other types of loss as we try to make sense of the loss and 
the nature of the death. We hope to provide you with a 
community of support and understanding.

Join us as we navigate through the challenges and grief 
of life after a suicide loss. We begin our meetings with 
founder, Vonnie Woodrick sharing words that add to the 
stigma surrounding suicide. Words such as kill and commit. 
i understand believes that it is more important to talk about 
the illness vs. the act. We introduce ourselves by our first 
name, the name of our loved one, and why they died. We 
recognize the common denominator of all suicides is illness 
or pain.

We may introduce ourselves as:

I’m Vonnie, I lost my husband to depression over 18 years 
ago.

I’m Julie, I lost my daughter to the effects of bullying.

I’m Lisa, I lost my nephew to addiction and depression.

It is important to recognize that all who die by suicide do 
not have a diagnosed mental health illness. Pain is the 
common denominator of all suicides and pain can bring on 
suicidal thoughts and actions. This is crucial to understand 
that what may appear to be a choice can rather be an effect 
of an illness, or debilitating pain that can be both physical 
and mental.



Joining Vonnie at our support groups is a trained licensed 
therapist from Mosaic Counseling. 

Our teen support group will also include teenager Mara. 
Mara is passionate about supporting others that have been 
through similar life experiences, including suicide loss. The 
devastation she felt after the loss of her loved one drove her 
to find ways to talk, share and support other teens.

Online support group available through i understand 
Facebook Groups - Love Never Dies online after loss 
support group.

More information on our support groups – 
iunderstandloveheals.org

Love heals and loving yourself enough to manage 
your mental and physical health is important to build 
resilience and manage stress. Use this as a reminder 
to take care of  YOU.  

•	 Get a good night’s sleep 
•	 Shower 
•	 Brush teeth & floss 
•	 Drink plenty of water 
•	 Eat lots of fresh veggies 

•	 Breathe in fresh air 
•	 Move your body 
•	 Meditate
•	 Take a nap 
•	 Soak in a tub 

BASIC CARE 

PHYSICAL 

SELF CARE REMINDERS



WRITING EXERCISE
Discover the power of putting pen to paper or fingers 
to keyboard to alleviate the grief and pain experienced 
after a loss. Writing provides you with a safe space to get 
your feelings and experiences out while allowing you the 
opportunity to confront your grief rather than avoid it.

The writing process allows you to continue at any time and 
for any length of time, whenever you feel, you may need to 
get things out of your head. Don’t worry about grammar or 
punction, just let your thoughts and potentially tears flow. 
Letting your emotions out during your writing process is 
healing and can help you find peace.

WRITING TOPICS
Struggling to know where to begin? Here are some writing 
prompts to help you get going.

If I could talk to you one more time, I would say…

The thing I miss most about you is…

My favorite memory of you is…

I am taking care of myself by…

Grief is affecting my day-to-day life because…

Today, I am feeling…

This song makes me smile because it reminds me…

I am angry because…

I am grateful for…



MYTHS
“People who talk about suicide won’t really do it.”
False: Almost everyone who attempts or completes suicide 
has given warning signs through their words or behaviors. 
Do not ignore any suicide threats. Statements like “You’ll 
be sorry when I’m dead” or “I wish I was dead” — no 
matter how casually or jokingly said — may indicate serious 
suicidal feelings.

“If a person is determined to kill him/herself, nothing is 
going to stop him/her.”
False: Even the most severely depressed person has mixed 
feelings about death, wavering until the very last moment 
between wanting to live and wanting to die. Most suicidal 
people do not want to die; they want the pain to stop. The 
impulse to end their life, however overpowering, does not 
last forever.

“Talking about suicide may give someone the idea.”
False: You do not give person ideas about suicide by 
talking about it. The opposite is true. If a person is 
depressed or unhappy, discussing their feelings openly and 
allowing them to express how they feel is one of the most 

FACTS
•	Suicide is the 2nd leading cause of death for ages 10-24. 
•	 Suicide is the 2nd leading cause of death for college-age 

youth and ages 12-18.
•	More teenagers and young adults die from suicide 

than from cancer, heart disease, aids, birth defects, 
stroke, pneumonia, influenza, and chronic lung disease, 
combined.

•	Each day in our nation, there are an average of over 3,041 
attempts by young people grades 9-12.  

•	 Four out of five teens who attempt suicide have given 
clear warning signs

FACTS & MYTHS



TALKING TO CHILDREN
After Loss

•	 Be honest. Sometimes being honest is a very dark place 
when it comes to suicide. If we truly believe suicide to 
be a side effect of an illness – we talk about the illness 
and not the suicide. I told my daughter, her daddy died 
of sadness.

Losing a loved one to death by suicide is extremely 
devastating and is very hard to explain. How do you begin 
to bring understanding to something so misunderstood? 
As feelings of guilt surface, there are many questions; what 
didn’t we see, what could we have said, and why didn’t we 
understand the depth of our loved one’s pain? How do we 
talk to children about death by suicide?  This is what we 
have come to understand:

helpful things you can do. Even if they have had suicidal 
thoughts, giving them permission to express those thoughts 
can relieve some of the anxiety and provide an avenue to 
recognize other ways to escape their pain and sadness.

“People who attempt suicide and do not complete suicide 
are just trying to get attention and are not really serious.”
False: To a certain degree, they are trying to get attention 
and help for the pain that they are experiencing. A suicide 
attempt, even half-hearted, is an attempt to seek help. If the 
person perceives their action to be a suicide attempt, then 
that is what it is. Any attempt, regardless of severity, must be 
taken seriously and help must be sought for the individual.

*Thanks to The Jason Foundation for this important information



LOVE NEVER DIES and your loved one will never leave 
your mind and heart. Having them with us for as long as 
we did was a gift, as difficult as your loss is our hope is that 
you will discover the many gifts your loved one left behind. 
When you do, healing begins, your purpose becomes clear 
and your sharing your story will help heal you and it will help 
heal someone else. It is then we understand the meaning of 
love heals.

 
•	 Don’t let how someone died define who he or she 

were.  Our loved ones are so much more than how they 
died. Focus on how they lived and don’t let them be 
forgotten. Share stories, make your loved ones favorite 
meal together and explore places you shared as family. 
Remember, Love Never Dies and neither should their 
memory.

 
•	 If your child is old enough to be on social media, monitor 

what they are searching, what others may be saying and 
assure them their loved one is now in a good place.

•	 Less is more. The details of the death are private and for 
the family. The less that is known about the where and 
the how, the less others can talk and gossip.

 
•	 Open conversation is imperative to reduce the stigma 

attached and welcome healing. Allow questions and 
provide the best possible answer you can. If you don’t 
know how to answer, acknowledge the question and let 
your child know you’re not sure how to answer but will 
talk about it again soon once you know the answer.

•	 Grief counseling can be key to healing as it provides 
an opportunity to open up, share tough questions and 
monitor the mental health of the child. Depression, 
PTSD, anxiety and trauma may occur as a result of this 
type of loss.



iunderstandloveheals.org | P.O. Box 822 Ada, MI 49301

i understand is a nonprofit organization that offers 
compassionate comfort for those affected by suicide 
or mental/brain health illness and pain.

CALL A HELP LINE. 
HELP IS AVAILABLE 24/7 

1.800.273.TALK

TEXT A HELP LINE.
TEXT GO TO 741741


